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ABSTRACT
KAREN ELIZABETH BRICKEY: Flannery O’Connor’s Depiction of Baptism, the
Eucharist, and Marriage:
The Convergence of the Orthodox with the Unorthodox
(Under the direction of Judson Watson)

For my thesis 1 researched the Southern Catholic writer Flannery O’Connor by
reading almost all of her fiction - all ten short stories in her collection, A Good Man is
Hard to Find; all nine short stories in her later collection. Everything That Rises Must
Converge; her short story, “The Partridge Festival;” and her two novels, Wise Blood and
The Violent Bear It Away - eight non-fiction prose pieces, a collection of about two
hundred of her letters, and eleven criticism books. I came to see that O’Connor’s strong
Christian faith and her loyalty to the Catholic Church defined her life and her fiction. As
a Catholic myself, I am aware of the importance of the seven sacraments within Catholic
theology, and I observed a pattern of the presence of sacraments in almost every
O’Connor piece of fiction.
1 chose to focus on how and why O’Connor depicts the three sacraments of
baptism, the Eucharist, and marriage in various works. First, I researched Catholic
theology regarding these sacraments using the Catholic Encyclopedia and the Catechism
of the Catholic Church. Then, I compared O’Connor’s portrayal of these sacraments to
my theological findings. 1 discovered that O’Connor uses innocent children, tragedy.
death, violence, sexuality, grotesquerie, exaggeration, distortion, and devaluation to
dramatically convey both the physical and metaphysical aspects surrounding these
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sacraments. She thereby makes the complex and esoteric, more comprehensible and
accessible. In my thesis, I present Catholic doctrines alongside my analysis of her fiction
(with critical support) in order to show how O'Connor uniquely converges Catholic
orthodoxy with these unorthodox literary techniques. I also argue that O'Connor's
reason for combining the orthodox with the unorthodox is in order for the significance of
these sacraments to resonate with a secular modern audience whom she believed to be
spiritually dead.
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Introduction

Flannery O’Connor once confessed, “If I were not a Catholic, I would have no
reason to write, no reason to see, no reason ever to feel horrified or even to enjoy
anything”(quoted in Wood 27). Besides her loyalty to the Catholic Church, O’Connor
was very learned in Catholic theology, because “to have an uninformed Christian mind
was, to her [O’Connor], an oxymoronic sin that no intelligent believer should commit”
(Wood 25). Catholicism not only defined who O’Connor was as a person, but it also
defined how she wrote her fiction. In fact, according to Robert E. Golden, the largest
debate in the critical scholarship of Flannery O’Connor is “the relation between
O’Connor’s stated religious intent and the realization of that intent within the fiction
(quoted in Gentry 3).
I would add that when trying to reconcile this relationship most critics have gone
straight to the anagogical moment of grace present in almost all of her stories. Most of
these critics have relied on their own knowledge and redefined “grace” to make a
definition fit with their own critical argument. However,the Catechism of the Catholic
Church defines grace as “the free and undeserved gift that God gives us to respond to our
vocation to become his adopted children. As sanctifying grace, God shares his divine life
and friendship with us in a habitual gift, a stable and supernatural disposition that enables
the soul to live with God, to act by his love. As actual grace, God gives us the help to
conform our lives to his will. Sacramental grace and special graces (charisms, the grace
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of one's state of life) are gifts of the Holy Spirit to help us live out our Christian
vocation”(Catholic Catechism of the Catholic Church 881).' Of the two types of graces
offered, 1 am focusing my study on the “sacramental graces,” “gifts proper to the
different sacraments,” because O'Connor includes a representation of a sacrament in
almost every one of her works(CCC 485). In addition,just as Catholicism defines
O’Connor, the seven sacraments largely define the Catholic Church. O’Connor herself
stated in one of her letters, “You will learn about Catholic belief by studying the
sacramental life of the Church”(O’Connor 1102). According to Catholic theology, a
sacrament is “an efficacious sign of grace, instituted by Christ and entrusted to the
Church, by which divine life is dispensed to us through the work of the Holy Spirit. The
sacraments (called ‘mysteries’ in the Eastern Churches) are seven in number: Baptism,
Confirmation, Eucharist, Penance or Reconciliation, Anointing of the Sick, Holy Orders,
and Matrimony”(CCC 898). In other words, sacraments are “efficacious because in
them Christ himself is at work....The sacraments act ex opera operate (literally: ‘by the
very fact of the actions being performed’), i.e., by virtue of the saving work of Christ,
accomplished once for all. It follows that ‘the sacrament is not wrought by the
righteousness of either the celebrant or the recipient, but by the power of God.’...The
Church affirms that for believers the sacraments of the New Covenant are necessaryfor
salvation"'(CCC 292).
There has been a consensus among most critics that O’Connor was a
sacramentalist, and many have praised O’Connor’s fiction for its “sacramentalism.” For
example, O’Connor critic Susan Srigley believed that the “sacramental act of creating
something good that expresses, in concrete circumstances, the divine beauty of God, is
Henceforth cited as CCC
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what compels [O'Connor] as an artist"(10). In addition, Srigley attributes to O'Connor a
sacramental view of life" centered on the Incarnation (II). My thesis is unique in that I
do not generalize about “sacramentalism"; rather, I look specifically at how and why
O'Connor depicts orthodox Catholic sacraments in an unorthodox way. While a few
critics have acknowledged that sacraments exist in O’Connor’s fiction, they usually offer
only a brief discussion rather than analyzing the sacrament itself or the relation between
how O’Connor presents it and how Catholic doctrine defines it. Critics have been more
concerned, for example, with the unconscious motives of Tarwater, in The Violent Bear It
Av\m\ when violently baptizing and murdering his cousin, Bishop. However, to my
knowledge, there has not been a single study yet dedicated to looking specifically and
systematically at these efficacious and “necessary" sacraments in O’Connor’s works.
I have chosen to focus on three of the seven - baptism, the Eucharist, and
marriage - in order to engage in a more in-depth analysis. I decided to concentrate on
these three sacraments because they are the most well-known and, therefore, most likely
in O’Connor’s view to be undervalued or misunderstood by a secular readership. While
O’Connor herself participated in both the sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist, she
did not get married; however, she writes about holy matrimony with the same seriousness
of purpose as she does the former sacraments.
Each chapter of my thesis is dedicated to one of these three sacraments. I use
either the Catholic Encyclopedia or the Catechism of the Catholic Church to present the
theology of the sacraments because in order to discuss O’Connor in a religious context, I
believe we need to be familiar with the same teachings she was. Additionally, presenting
the doctrines allows us to see how O’Connor uniquely converges the orthodox with the
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unorthodox. O’Connor knew that she would not succeed in communicating to her
audience the sacred meaning of the sacraments in a straightforward methodical fashion;
rather, she presents them unconventionally under the assumption that “a story is a way to
say something that can't be said any other way”(quoted in Wood 21). Through her use
of innocent children, tragedy, death, violence, sexuality, grotesquerie, exaggeration.
distortion, and devaluation, O'Connor dramatically conveys both the physical and
metaphysical aspects surrounding these sacraments to make the complex and esoteric.
comprehensible and accessible.
Why does O’Connor have to use these atypical devices to communicate these
sacraments? In “Some Aspects of the Grotesque in Southern Fiction,” O’Connor writes,
“We live now in an age which doubts both fact and value, which is swept this way and
that by momentary convictions. Instead of reflecting a balance from the world around
him, the novelist now has to achieve one from a felt balance inside himself. There are
ages when it is possible to woo the reader; there are others when something more drastic
is necessary”(O’Connor 820). In other words, O’Connor believed she had to use
“drastic” measures in order for the significance of these sacraments to resonate with her
audience whom she viewed as “breath[ing] in nihilism”(949), which Ralph C. Wood
refers to as the “chief moral temptation of modernity”(179). While these extreme
devices might not be completely necessary, O’Connor’s message may have been lost
without them. As it stands, however, even decades after O’Connor created her freakish
misfit” characters and extreme situations, we still remember and are intrigued by our
similarities to these characters and our shocking reaction to their circumstances.
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In my first chapter focusing on the sacrament of baptism, I present the strict
Catholic teachings concerning the technical aspects of how a baptism must be performed.
and the spiritual element of why a baptism is performed. Then, I compare this dogma to
how O'Connor presents baptism in her short story “The River" and her novel The Violent
Bear It Away. With this comparison, I am trying to decide whether her baptisms would
be considered legitimate in the eyes of the Catholic Church, and I am also looking at how
and why she uses innocent children, death, tragedy, and violence to convey the
metaphysical meaning of this sacrament and the immediacy and necessity of having it
performed.
Chapter two of my thesis concentrates on the sacrament of the Eucharist. In this
chapter, I am solely concerned with the complex spiritual dimension of this sacrament.
and not the formality of how it is performed, as the sacrament of the Eucharist is never
actually performed in O’Connor’s fiction but rather imaginatively received there. I again
present Catholic doctrine explaining two important aspects of the Eucharist, the idea of
transubstantiation and its role as “spiritual food for our souls’’(Catholic Encyclopedia),"
and then I analyze how and why O’Connor uses innocent children, sexuality,
grotesquerie, exaggeration, and distortion in her short story,“A Temple of the Holy
Ghost,’’ and her novel. The Violent Bear It Away, to try and explain these almost
incomprehensible Catholic beliefs. At the end of this chapter, I briefly look at another
O’Connor short story, “The Partridge Festival,’’ and how the festival celebrated in this
short story can be seen as an extension of the Eucharistic feast of the Last Supper.
In my final chapter, I explore how O’Connor uses a different approach from
exaggerating and distorting Catholic theology to explore marriage. I put forward the
" Henceforth cited as CE
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fundamental beliefs surrounding this sacrament, and then I reveal how on the surface
level, O'Connor presents marriages that seem to disregard Catholic doctrine. However, I
will argue that O'Connor's strategy of having her characters devalue and secularize the
sacred sacrament of holy matrimony actually allows her to communicate its holiness to
her audience. In this chapter, I compare and contrast characters and their marriages in
two different short stories, “The Life You Save May Be Your Own" and “Parker's Back,
to reveal how and why O'Connor cleverly uses structure to trick us into predicting both
stories will have similar outcomes.
Interestingly, O'Connor wrote about the three sacraments in her first collection of
stories, A Good Man is Hard to Find, and then chose to revisit each sacrament a single
time in her later fiction of the 1960s. Her re-telling of the sacraments is not merely
gratuitous, however; rather, each story offers a new perspective and insight into the
sacrament and allows us to further grasp the mystery surrounding the Catholic doctrines.
As O’Connor herself believed, “Fiction is the concrete expression of mystery - mystery
that is lived"(900). O’Connor’s goal was to try and create fiction which would leave
“the reader with a deeper mystery to ponder when the literal mystery has been solved"
(quoted in Wood 8). The goal of my thesis is to prove that through combining Catholic
orthodoxy with unorthodox literary techniques, O’Connor succeeds in leaving us to
“ponder" that “deeper mystery."
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Chapter I
Baptism: “just another idiocy to the general reader

According to the teachings of the Catholic Church:

Holy baptism holds the first

place among the sacraments, because it is the door of the spiritual life; for by it we are
made members of Christ, and incorporated with the Church. And since through the first
man, death entered into all, unless we be born again of water and the Holy Ghost, we can
not enter into the kingdom of Heaven, as Truth Himself has told us (John 3:5 T tell you
the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the
Spirit’)”(CE). Because baptism is viewed as the gateway to salvation and the foundation
of the other six sacraments, this first chapter will focus solely on this fundamental
sacrament. On April 12, 1925, Mary Flannery O’Connor, herself, was baptized, and
became “reborn as a son of God...member of Christ...incorporated into the
Church...sharer in her mission”(CCC 312)(O’Connor 1237). Just about thirty years
later, O’Connor was beginning to explore the sacredness and complexity of this
sacrament through her writing, as is evident in the central role that baptism plays in her
short story, “The River,” and in her novel. The Violent Bear It Away.
I am interested in how close O’Connor stays to Catholic orthodoxy in her
depiction of baptism. I want to know whether or not the baptismal scenes can be viewed
as legitimate in the eyes of the Catholic Church, using the Catholic Encyclopedia as my
guide. In addition, I will be discussing how O’Connor portrays baptism in “The River”
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and The Violent Bear It Away in a unique and genuine manner, even though this way
takes the form of tragedy, death, and violence. Finally, 1 will try and answer the question
of why O'Connor felt she must communicate the orthodox Catholic sacrament of baptism
in such an unconventional fashion.
Before I begin my discussion of O'Connor’s representation of baptism in “The
River," I first want to give more Catholic theological background on this sacrament.
which, as a devout and learned Catholic, O’Connor would have known and held in high
esteem. We can see evidence of O'Connor's complete faith in the authority of the
Catholic Church and its teachings in a letter that she writes to Alfred Com,an atheist
college student: “The Bishop of Rome is the final authority. Catholics believe that Christ
left the Church with a teaching authority and that this teaching authority is protected by
the Holy Ghost; in other words that in matters of faith and morals the Church cannot err.
that in these matters she is Christ speaking in time. So you can see that I don't find it an
infringement of my independence to have the Church tell me what is true and what is not
in regard to faith and what is right and what is wrong in regard to morals. Certainly I am
no fit judge. If left to myself, I certainly wouldn’t know how to interpret Romans IX. I
don’t believe Christ left us to chaos"(O’Connor 1173).
To begin with, the Catholic Church believes that the sacrament of baptism has
both a physical and a metaphysical dimension. Catholic theologians, such as St. Thomas
Aquinas, have defined baptism as “the external ablution of the body, performed with the
prescribed form of words (in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit)’’(CE). This
definition refers to the physical use of water to wash a person. Baptism differs from the
other six Catholic sacraments in the way that, metaphysically, baptism is a “sacrament of
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regeneration or that institution of Christ by which we are reborn to spiritual life”(CE).
“Regeneration,” translates to a “resuscitation, a bringing back from the dead”(CE).
Therefore, baptism is a form both of death and of rebirth. Baptism was “instituted to
transfer [people] from the state of enemies of God [original sin] to the state of adoption.
as sons of God”(CE).
It is with this reference to “water” and “death” that I would like to turn now to
“The River,” a story which serves as proof that O’Connor strongly believed in both the
physical and metaphysical dimensions of the sacrament of baptism. As O’Connor
scholar Richard Giannone suggests,“O’Connor writes of Harry’s shocking conversion
from an understanding of Baptism that is more basic than that of popular notions of the
sacrament. Her approach is scriptural. One way into O’Connor’s treatment is to consider
‘The River’ as her response to Paul’s question to the Romans: ‘Do you not know that all
of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?’(Romans
6:3). Since her faithless readers would not know that Jesus’ death makes any difference,
O’Connor shows how the tragic destruction of a child of our time participates in a death
that bestows the newness of life”(72). In order to communicate the significance of
baptism to her secular modern audience, O’Connor cannot methodically document the
sacrament, she must fictionally recreate it in a believable setting with an endearing and
innocent character. I believe that if O’Connor had written about this sacrament in its
“ordinary” form, then it would have been too easily dismissed by her readers.
O’Connor is preparing us for the baptism of Harry Ashfield from the very
beginning of “The River” by repeatedly using biblical imagery to characterize Harry and
his environment. Before Harry leaves his house with Mrs. Connin, his babysitter, he is
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described as “mute and patient, like an old sheep waiting to be let out”(O'Connor 155).
O'Connor uses the biblical image of the sheep to portray Harry as a lost and desperate
child in his imperfect world. Just like a “sheep” without his “shepherd,” Jesus, Harry, the
only child of negligent parents, is in need of being baptized and adopted as a “son of
God. Even though only a child, “four or five,” Harry has an almost instinctual
knowledge of and desire for a better life. Just as those who are baptized are a “new
creation”(2 Corinthians 5:17) and are given a baptismal name, Harry renames himself,
“Bevel,” even though “his name was Harry Ashfield and he had never thought at any
time before of changing it” (156).
The foreshadowing of his baptism continues when Harry is at Mrs. Connin’s
house, and his attention curiously focuses on “a colored picture over the bed of a man
wearing a white sheet. He had long hair and a gold circle around his head and he was
sawing on a board while some children stood watching him”(157-158). This image of
Christ as carpenter is symbolic of Harry’s later spiritual encounter with Jesus when he is
baptized in the river. Because Mrs. Connin is allowing Harry to escape from the
boredom and neglect of his life at home, unlike his past babysitters, he expresses his
gratitude at being “lucky this time”(160). He also observes that “You found out more
when you left where you lived”(160). Even though Harry is literally referring to how
“He had found out already this morning that he had been made by a carpenter named
Jesus Christ,” this statement could, also, figuratively, be implying that a person is
internally transformed when, in baptism, one dies and is reborn, or, perhaps, O’Connor
could be referring to how life takes on a new meaning in the context of Jesus’ death.
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As Mrs. Connin and Harry are getting closer to his place of baptism, we again
sense that Harry has a supernatural premonition that change is about to overtake him:
“His mind was dreamy and serene as they walked along and when they turned off...he
began to make wild leaps and pull forward on her hand as if he wanted to dash off and
snatch the sun which was rolling away ahead of them now”(160). Harry's “wild leaps”
and “pulling” motions could represent the current of the river which will soon be
instrumental in Harry’s baptism. As Sarah Gordon observes,“O’Connor here uses the
familiar sun/son play on words to suggest the boy’s eagerness for Christ, the Son, and for
the divine presence in the world....On the way to the river, the boy appears to be
transformed”(148). This peaceful but anxious depiction of Harry is opposite from the
depressing and passive image of him in the first line of the story when he is at his house
with his lackadaisical parents: “The child stood glum and limp in the middle of the dark
living room while his father pulled him into a plaid coat”(O’Connor 154).
The account of the setting surrounding his baptismal site, the river, also
foreshadows how this place will soon be the location of a life-altering event for Harry.
The woods, which have a spiritual dimension to them for Mrs. Connin and Harry, are
described as feeling like a “strange country,” and this depiction could represent how
within these woods and through baptism, Harry will be admitted into a new and
unfamiliar spiritual state. The setting surrounding the sacramental woods and the river is
also described as appearing very vibrant and attractive: “Across the river there was a low
red and gold grove of sassafras with hills of dark blue trees” (162). This image is
contrasted with the disgusting image of the city, the place of corruption and discontent
for Han*y: “the city rose like a cluster of warts on the side of the mountain”(162).
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Gordon adds,“Throughout the narrative, O’Connor suggests the fact of God’s presence.
especially in her descriptions of the natural world, in which moments of intense natural
beauty contrast with the dreary, gray city where marriages fail and children are
neglected” (146). In other words, the theology of baptism, with its use of water, injects a
sacramental dimension into nature.
When Mrs. Connin and Harry reach the river, they begin to hear the preacher
Bevel Summers speaking his beliefs in the power of the effects of baptism: “All the rivers
come from that one River and go back to it like it was the ocean sea and if you believe,
you can lay your pain in that River and get rid of it because that’s the River that was
made to carry sin. It’s a River full of pain itself, pain itself, moving toward the Kingdom
of Christ, to be washed away, slow, you people, slow as this here old red water river
round my feet”(O’Connor 162). By capitalizing some “rivers” in this passage,
O’Connor is distinguishing between the actual river present and the “River” as a
metaphor for Jesus’ dying on the cross for the salvation of those who are baptized in His
name. Bevel Summers would be considered an “extraordinary minister” of baptism by
the Church because he is a “layman” as opposed to the “ordinary minister” of the
sacrament, a bishop or priest, In case of necessity, Baptism can be administered
lawfully and validly by any person whatsoever who observes the essential conditions,
whether this person be a Catholic layman or any other man or woman, heretic or
schismatic, infidel or Jew”(CE). According to St. Thomas Aquinas, the reason for the
extension of power to administer baptism lies in the understanding that “owing to the
absolute necessity of baptism for the salvation of souls, it is in accordance with the mercy
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of God, who wishes all to be saved, that the means of obtaining this sacrament should be
put, as far as possible, within the reach of all”(CE).
Bevel explains the significance of baptism to Harry and then asks him if that is
what he really wants: “If I Baptize you, you’ll be able to go the Kingdom of Christ.
You'll be washed in the river of suffering, son, and you’ll go by the deep river of life. Do
you want that?”(O’Connor 165). Harry responds,“Yes,” to Bevel’s call to baptism, but
because of his young age, he believes that he is literally agreeing to “go under the river,”
and not “back to the apartment”(165). This affirmation and optimism from Harry is a
response to his juvenile realization that for the first time in his life he feels a sense of
purpose, love, and belonging.
When Bevel is holding Harry before the official baptism, the child “had the
sudden feeling that this [moment] was not a joke”(165). Harry’s immaturity causes him
to experience his parents’ continual lack of affection and attention as a “joke” throughout
the story; hence, the slightest recognition of consideration from an adult is heightened for
Harry, and he wants to immediately embrace this first opportunity to “count” which
models the recognition by God that baptism represents (165). Ralph C. Wood reinforces
this idea by saying,“The child instinctively discerns what he is being asked. He knows
that he never really mattered to his mother and father....The boy has been given nothing
in life. He has no life....He wants to be somebody, to love and to be loved, not to remain
as he is but to ‘go to the Kingdom of Christ.’ He knows instinctively that this mysterious
place must not be like the loveless place where he lives” (172). In Harry’s innocent
mind, a new life simply equals a new home. Furthermore, the preacher promises Harry
that he “won’t be the same again”(O’Connor 165). Indeed, O’Connor is literalizing for
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US the Catholic belief that those persons baptized are not the same, but are “resuscitated
and brought back to life"(CE). This baptism is an efficacious sign of grace for Harry,
because it grants him his salvation. Because the sacrament is instituted by Christ, divine
life is dispensed to Harry though the Holy Spirit.
I believe that O'Connor created Harry with his infantile desire to physically leave
his defective material world and enter the Kingdom of God as an example of what we
should all have and strive for, the faith of a child and the gift of salvation. As O'Connor
writes in a letter to Louise Abbot,“A faith that just accepts is a child's faith"(O’Connor
1110). Harry's acceptance is total, even if, as the conclusion of the story reveals, his
understanding is not. Harry trusts and desires a Heavenly Father in the Kingdom of God
as opposed to an earthly father and a life in the unfulfilling modem world. According to
Richard Giannone,“The action prepares for Harry’s paradoxical destiny through the
immediate paradox of modern family life that amounts to the death of the child’s human
significance. Harry’s parents live for themselves. Shadows of their unbelief darken the
living room in which we find Harry....The Ashfields’ pleasure palace neither
accommodates pleasure nor admits light. Self-absorption shuts out any hint of mystery.
God does not exist; cash calculates prayer....Four or five years in this gloom compile a
legacy of rejection that erodes Harry’s self-esteem and distorts his view of the world"
(72-73). For Harry, death-in-life yields to life-in-death.
Hcirry’s physical actions once he returns to his apartment reflect that he is, indeed,
a different child, and O’Connor wants us to understand that he is spiritually different
because of his baptism. Harry ignores his mother while she is trying to talk to him, and
he comments that he “heard her voice from a long way away as if he were under the river
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and she on top of it”(O’Connor 168). Harry predicts that his mother will not attain
salvation because she has not been spiritually cleansed and remains outside the Kingdom
of God. We realize that Harry is experiencing a moment of clarity or grace when,“Very
slowly, his expression changed as if he were gradually seeing appear what he didn’t
know he’d been looking for. Then all of the sudden he knew what he wanted to do
(169). The moment signifies Harry’s commitment to live “under the river” in order to
enter the Kingdom of God and a place that he is certain must be better than where he is
now. 1 agree with Wood that Harry’s decision comes easily and naturally to him: “the
child’s naive logic is not difficult to fathom: if he were made to count so much for having
stayed under the water so briefly, he could count totally if he stayed under the water
permanently”(Wood 172). In other words, Harry does not want to die; rather, he desires
to “live” “under the river.” When Harry is leaving the apartment, he does not take any
belongings with him because he realizes “there was nothing from there he wanted to
keep”(O’Connor 169). Harry’s decision to leave all of his material possessions behind
reminds us of how the twelve apostles surrender their lives when Jesus asks them to
“Come follow me”(Matthew 4:19). As with baptism, the apostles experience a “death’'
out of their mundane existence and a “rebirth” in their new meaningful life with Jesus.
When Harry reaches the river, the narrator comments,“He intended not to fool
with preachers any more but to Baptize himself and to keep on going this time until he
found the Kingdom of Christ in the river. He didn’t mean to waste any more time. He
put his head under the water at once and pushed forward”(O’Connor 170). The river,
“River of Life...Jesus’ Blood...River of Faith...River of Love,” pulls Harry “swiftly
forward and down”(171). O’Connor is juxtaposing baptism here with Harry’s death in
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the river to foreground the close relationship between this sacrament and death. As
Catholics are “plunged under” water in baptism, they enter a death-like state, before they
are reborn”(CE). While Harry is not technically and literally baptized and
“resuscitated” in this scene, he is figuratively. The place that O’Connor intends for Harry
to reach, where “all his fury and fear” leaves him, is the “Kingdom of Christ”(O’Connor
171). While O'Connor does not give us any direct knowledge of Harry's spiritual
destination, we do know that he feels he is getting somewhere.
While Harry's second “baptism” is self-willed, there is also a possibility that a
supernatural force also is driving Harry’s actions: “the waiting current caught him like a
long gentle hand”(171). I believe that O’Connor is, in fact, implying that the
supernatural is actively present and partly responsible for Harry’s attempt to reach the
Kingdom of God. O’Connor even writes,“When fiction is made according to its nature,
it should reinforce our sense of the supernatural by grounding it in concrete observable
reality” (810). With this scene, the supernatural salvation of Harry’s soul is “grounded”
in the “concrete observable reality” of Harry’s physical death in the river.
I argue that Harry’s death is not essential in communicating the fundamental and
complex Catholic tenet in baptism of a soul’s dying and rebirth. However, I believe that
without her extreme and unique depiction of this sacrament, O’Connor might not have
succeeded in her desire to seize the attention of a modern, secular, spiritually dead
audience and have the memory of a saved child resonate. Wood comments,“Flannery
O’Connor seeks to astonish her readers into the recognition that baptism is not an
outworn symbol or insignificant act held over from an antique age of belief, but the very
fundamental of life. It enables the death and burial with Christ that forms the lifelong
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pattern of Christian existence” (5). Harry's death is a beautiful efficacious act. The
beauty of his commitment to a new life and his hunger for meaning outweigh the tragedy
and absurdity of his ignorance - his failure to comprehend a metaphor.
This short story does not conclude with Harry’s death; rather, O’Connor
concludes “The River” with an image of Mr. Paradise, who had ridiculed Bevel and
doubted his sincerity as a preacher: “Pass the hat and give this kid his money. That’s
what he’s here for”(O’Connor 163). The image that O'Connor provides is one of Mr.
Paradise in the river looking for Harry, who has just disappeared underwater. We are
skeptical of Mr. Paradise’s motives for following Harry to the river because he “picked
out a peppermint stick...from the candy shelf, and stuck it in his back pocket. Then he
got in his car and drove slowly down the highway after the boy”(170). However, it
appears that Mr. Paradise could have entered the river to save Harry from drowning once
he saw him disappear: “Mr. Paradise’s head appeared from time to time on the surface of
the water. Finally, far downstream, the old man rose like some ancient water monster
and stood empty-handed, staring with his dull eyes as far down the river line as he could
see”(171). Regardless of Mr. Paradise’s intentions, the fact remains that he is also
“pulled” into the river by this same ripple-effect baptismal force. Mr. Paradise, who
represents the secular man for whom O’Connor believed she was writing, is forced to
think more deeply about this mysterious sacrament(as he stares “down the river line” as
far “as he could see”), as are we who have also been “pulled” in to the plot of this story.
Because “The River” concludes with the image of Mr. Paradise, I believe this
story is a well-structured and legitimate fictitious account of the sacrament of baptism
with its salvific effects. Wood echoes this sentiment by commenting,“Far from
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committing a despairing act of suicide, therefore, young Ashfield enters into the
community of perpetual praise by way of a supremely happy ending to a supremely
happy story"(173). In other words, O’Connor glorifies Harry’s death because he
experienced an interior transformation in which he realized that he was made to “count
in his life, even though his life was brief.
While O’Connor seriously deals with the sacrament of baptism in “The River,"
her baptismal study was not finished with this short story. I believe that O’Connor
wanted to re-tell the baptism narrative from a different perspective in order to explore the
sacrament from a different point of view. As we saw, the perspective in “The River" is
with the recipient, while the baptism in The Violent Bear It Away is told from the
perspective of the minister. With this second account, O’Connor succeeds in diving even
deeper into the significance of this mysterious sacrament and the radical variations,
interpretations, and outcomes with which it can be celebrated. There are many ways in
which the baptismal scenes in these two works compare and contrast. While the
sacrament is performed several different times throughout the novel - the baptism of
Rayber, the baptism of Tarwater, and the baptism of Bishop -1 will only briefly discuss
the first two in order to go more in-depth with the most important sacramental
celebration, the baptism of Bishop by Tarwater. One of the primary ways in which the
baptism of Harry compares to the baptism of Bishop is that the “self-baptism” by Harry is
the dramatic conclusion of “The River,” while the baptism of Bishop by Tarwater is the
dramatic climax of The Violent Bear It Away, and the outcome of each act is sacramental.
However, one of the main aspects about both scenes which contrasts is that Harry
incidentally dies during an intended baptismal immersion while Bishop is inadvertently
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baptized during a deliberate drowning. Harry’s purpose is salvific, while Tarwater’s
purpose is violent. I will also be looking at the similar calls to mission in both stories, the
validity of both celebrations, and the reception of grace and salvation by the recipients.
After his resurrection, Christ gives this mission to his apostles: “Go, therefore.
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you
(Matthew 28:19-20). With “The River,” O’Connor introduces the mission element to the
sacrament of baptism with the role that Mrs. Connin, the preacher Bevel, and Mr.
Paradise play in the baptism of Harry. Mrs. Connin indirectly brings Harry to Christ’s
words by leading Harry to the river. Bevel directly lives out this mission by literally
baptizing Harry. Mr. Paradise is brought into the river by the baptismal force on a
mission to find Harry. However, we do not sense here the same immediacy,
obsessiveness, and unrelentingness with regard to the mission to baptize that we
encounter in TVBIA.
Undoubtedly, some readers of TVBIA might find the repetitiveness of the mission
to baptize Bishop a narrative flaw. Nevertheless, I believe that one of the reasons why
O’Connor uses the literary device of repetition with regards to the mission to baptize is
that she, personally, believes, “I have to reckon on the fact that baptism is just another
idiocy to the general reader”(O’Connor 1121). O’Connor’s religious belief in the
necessity of baptism is in conjunction with Catholic orthodoxy because Catholic
“theologians distinguish a twofold necessity [to baptize], which they call a necessity of
means and a necessity of precept. The first indicates a thing to be so necessary that, if
lacking, salvation cannot be attained. The second is had when a thing is indeed so
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necessary that it may not be omitted voluntarily without sin; yet, ignorance of the precept
or inability to fulfill it, excuses one from its observance”(CE).
Therefore, Mason Tarwater's obsessive plea to his great nephew, Francis
Tarwater, to baptize Francis’ cousin. Bishop, a mentally handicapped child, is rooted in
O’Connor's belief in the necessity of baptism in order for the salvation of all souls.
Some O’Connor critics like Susan Srigley believed that “Old Tarwater does not see
Bishop as damned and in need of this rite to save him - in fact, he sees him as already
saved from Rayber”(O’Connor 112). I disagree with Srigley’s argument because Mason
Tarwater believes that Bishop needs “this rite,” the sacrament of baptism, in order for
him to obtain eternal salvation in Heaven, not in order for him to be saved from Rayber,
Bishop’s father, who opposes the idea of baptizing Bishop. Moreover, I believe Mason
wants to baptize Bishop for Bishop’s sake and not just to get revenge against Rayber.
With a sense of passion and urgency. Mason exclaims,“That boy cries out for his
baptism. Precious in the sight of the Lord even an idiot!” (350).
Srigley adds that the “argument between Mason and Rayber(and in fact the
debate of the whole novel) is about the meaning of the baptismal rite in relation to the
two understandings of Bishop’s life. For Mason Tarwater, Bishop’s limited mental
capacities make him all the more dependent, which only serves to increase the
responsibility of Rayber, Francis, and himself....In Rayber’s mind, baptism would be
efficacious only if it could magically restore Bishop’s mental faculties; his understanding
of baptism as a meaningless rite rests on the assumption that it cannot actually change
Bishop’s intellectual condition”(112). I also disagree with this opinion because the
“meaning of the baptismal rite” for Mason Tarwater is not associated with Bishop’s
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intellectual condition"; rather, it is of the utmost urgency to baptize Bishop simply
because he exists. I believe that Mason Tarwater would be just as dedicated to baptizing
Bishop if he were not “an idiot. because Mason is a prophet who is carrying out his
personal belief in the necessity of baptism for the salvation of all souls, regardless of a
person's intellectual capabilities.
Mason's prophetic mission to baptize for the salvation of all souls can further be
proven in his baptizing his nephew, Rayber, and his great nephew, Francis Tarwater^, two
people of normal intellect. Mason explained to Tarwater that one of the reasons that he
went to live with Rayber was because he “meant to see that Tarwater was baptized"
against Rayber's will (O’Connor 373). Mason succeeds in baptizing Tarwater behind
Rayber's back; “He was just finishing the words of baptism as the schoolteacher [Rayber]
came back in the door and he had to laugh when he looked up and saw his nephew's
face....Old Tarwater had said, ‘He’s been born again and there ain’t a thing you can do
about it,’ and then he had seen the rage rise in the nephew’s face and had seen him try to
conceal it’’ (376). We also learn that many years earlier. Mason had baptized Rayber:
“Just as well you [Mason] did it [baptized Tarwater] now....If you had got me [Rayber]
when I was seven days instead of seven years, you might not have ruined my life....You
pushed me out of the real world and I stayed out until I didn’t know which was which.
You infected me with your idiot hopes, your foolish violence’’(376-377). Despite
Mason’s success in baptizing both Rayber and Tarwater, both men try to deny that their
baptisms have any positive effects on them, and they blame Mason for the way their lives
have turned out. They both view Mason as a manipulative madman whose obsessive
desire to baptize is absurd and worthless. While Mason gives up hope on Rayber Henceforth referred to as Tarwater
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because of his age, intellectual maturity, and stubbornness to lead a faithful and
spiritually-satisfying life, he remains determined that Tarwater will follow in his
footsteps as prophet and baptizer.
The necessity of the mission to baptize Bishop is obvious because of the
recurring and uncompromising instructions Mason Tarwater gives his nephew, Tarwater:
“If by the time I die, I haven't got him baptized, it’ll be up to you. It’ll be the first
mission the Lord sends you”(335). Mason Tarwater repeats the mission again several
pages later, “Either him or me is going to baptize that child. If not me in my day, him in
his”(351) and yet again several pages later, “And if I don’t get him baptized, it’ll be for
you to do. I’ll enjoin you to do it, boy”(379). What is interesting and needs to be
analyzed, however, is not Mason Tarwater’s enjoining the mission to Tarwater, but
Tarwater’s response to this call.
First, Tarwater denies his call to baptize Bishop while Mason Tarwater is alive: “I
ain’t been called yet”(352). He then realizes his call,“He only knew with a certainty
sunk in despair, that he was expected to baptize the child he saw....He knew he was
called to be a prophet”(401). Next, he mocks his call, “I’d as soon baptize a dog as him.
It would be as much use”(419), and he tries unsuccessfully to rebel against his call, “to
baptize one idiot child that He need not have created in the first place and to cry out a
gospel just as foolish. He tried to shout,‘NO!’ but it was like trying to shout in his sleep.
The sound was saturated in silence, lost”(430). Finally, he accepts his call, acts out his
mission by baptizing Bishop, and “submits to his vocation”(1170).
Many critics have analyzed the climactic scene of the murder and baptism of
Bishop, but most, if not all, have focused on Tarwater and the violent murder aspect as
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opposed to the actual sacrament and its effect on Bishop,just as critics have been inclined
to respond to Harry's death as opposed to his salvation. Many critics, like Susan Srigley,
have tried to explain the cause of Tarwater's violent actions and why O'Connor would
include such a violent scene in her “Catholic novel" about a baptism. Srigley writes, “In
The Violent Bear it Away, the central violent act appears destined to accompany the
sacrament of baptism....As for the issue of suffering violence, O’Connor’s approach is
specifically Christian: she understands human suffering to be linked in some way to the
Incarnation and suffering of Christ"(93-95). Srigley continues, “This problem is crucial
for a reflection on violence in O'Connor's fiction because God is usually implicated in
our automatic recoil from violent acts. How could a good God let this happen?"(95).
O'Connor appears to answer Srigley's question in her essay,“A Memoir of Mary Ann":
“One of the tendencies of our age is to use the suffering of children to discredit the
goodness of God, and once you have discredited his goodness, you are done with him ’
(O’Connor 830).
I am going to deviate from the typical critical debate surrounding this scene by
exploring the validity of Bishop’s baptism. I want to explore how the many layers of
validity compare and contrast to the baptism of Harry in the river. I am first going to
analyze how,on the physical level, the baptism of Bishop would be considered legitimate
in the eyes of the Catholic Church, because the celebration contains the correct elements
of matter, form, minister, and recipient. In addition, I will show that even though
Tarwater’s intentions do not seem genuine or to coincide with the Church’s intentions
because of the subsequent drowning. Bishop does receive the central fruit of the
sacrament, eternal salvation. In baptism, God’s intent may exceed human intent.
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The first element of a valid baptism, matter (water), is not just present in this
scene; rather, it is exaggerated by O'Connor,just as it was exaggerated with Harry's
baptism by Bevel in the river and Harry's attempted self-baptism in the river. O'Connor
wholeheartedly believed that we would not solely experience Jesus in the abstract place
of Heaven, but that we could also experience him in natural and mundane places like
rivers and lakes. Therefore, I believe that instead of using the typical “holy" setting of a
church for a baptism, she decided to use the uncommon but familiar river and lake as the
sources of water necessary to baptize.
Catholic teaching is very specific with regards to the proper and legitimate matter
with which the sacrament needs to be celebrated. For example, the Church teaches that
“true and natural water" must be present because “not only have we the explicit words of
Christ ‘Unless a man be born again of water’(John 3:5) but also in the Acts of the
Apostles and the Epistles of St. Paul there are passages that preclude any metaphorical
interpretation. St. Peter says ‘Can any man forbid water, that these should not be
baptized?’(Acts 10:47)"(CE). In addition, the only valid forms of washing which have
prevailed among the Church are immersion, infusion, and aspersion. Furthermore, the
water “must also flow, otherwise there would seem to be no real ablution"(CE).
O’Connor dramatizes the necessity of water with her description of how the sight
of it emotionally and physically transforms the minister of the sacrament, Tarwater. Just
as O’Connor described a physical transformation occurring within Harry as he
approached the river for the first time, Tarwater experiences anxiety as he approaches the
lake at Cherokee Lodge. When Tarwater first reaches Cherokee Lodge, the lake is the
“first sight that met his eyes," and, suddenly,“A weakness working itself up from his
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knees reached his stomach and came upward and forced a tremor in his jaw”(O’Connor
434). Ironically, his “friend,” which I view to be the devil, warns him,“Steady,
everywhere you go you'll find water. It wasn’t invented yesterday. But remember: water
is made for more than one thing”(434). Tarwater’s friend is implying, perhaps, that
water is “just” water, or water can function as a means to physically kill, an inverse of its
theological function. This passage is ambiguous about why the sight of the water
dramatically affects Tarwater. I believe that the thought of either performing a baptism
or committing a murder is almost too overwhelming for Tarwater. He senses that water
is a life-and-death matter. With this scene, we sense how important the element of water
is to the sacrament, and it is almost as if once water is introduced, the idea of baptism
becomes real, tangible, and inevitable for Tarwater.
Besides the words that “just come out of themselves,” the water is the other
element that is emphasized and regretted by Tarwater(458). First, Tarwater is babbling
incoherently to the truck driver that the words “spilled in the water,” which means that
Bishop was immersed in the words as well as the water (458). Then, as Tarwater reflects
back on the act, he remembers the following significant facts: “He [Tarwater] climbed
out of the boat and stood still...the wet clinging around his legs....The child [Bishop] in
the boat stood up...climbed onto his back....the startled boy felt himself sinking
backwards into the water as if the whole bank were pulling him down”(462). This image
reminds us of the “gentle hand” which pulls Harry down. As with Harry’s baptism, I
believe that the supernatural is also participating in the baptism of Bishop. From
Tarwater’s recollection, we can piece together that the valid matter, water, was present
and used in one of the legitimate ways to baptize. Because they are in the lake, the water
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obviously is “true and natural water," and from the knowledge that Bishop was drowned.
we know that he received one of the official forms of washing, immersion. In addition.
because “the water slid out of the bank like a broad black tongue," we know that the
criteria that the water “must also flow" is also indeed met.
While the matter element of the sacrament, water, can be manipulated at a place
outside the “sacred" Church structure, the form aspect of baptism is universal despite the
location. Besides the necessity of the proper way in which the body must be washed, the
minister of the sacrament must say the following words,“I baptize thee (or this person is
baptized) in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost," or, according
to St. Ambrose,“the recipient's sins will not be forgiven"(CE). This was the form given
by Christ to His Disciples in Matthew 28: 19-20,“Therefore go and make disciples of all
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you
always, to the very end of the age.

The ceremony is void if the word ‘baptize’ or its

equivalent is not spoken"(CE).
We saw how the preacher Bevel spoke these words when baptizing Harry in “The
River," but much more stress is placed on the verbalization of this Trinitarian baptismal
phrase when Tarwater baptizes Bishop. Tarwater knows how important the words are.
and when he adds the words to the already present water, the baptism does, in fact, occur
whether he likes it or not. Tarwater tries to remove himself physically from the baptism
and gives complete credit to the supernatural for the physical dimension of the baptism.
While it is easy for Tarwater to admit that he “drowned a boy," he struggles immensely
with confessing that he has also baptized Bishop: “His lips worked a few seconds. They
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stopped and then started again as if the force of a thought were behind them but no
words. He shut his mouth, then tried again but no sound came. Then all at once the
sentence rushed out and was gone. T baptized him’”(O’Connor 458).
Tarwater’s struggle continues when the truck driver asks,“Huh?”: It was an
accident. 1 didn’t mean to....The words just come out of themselves but it don’t mean
nothing....They were just some words that run out of my mouth and spilled in the water”
(458). This description of the words reminds us of the flowing, regenerative water itself.
While I believe that O’Connor intended to imply that the supernatural did help guide
Tarwater to act, I believe that she is condemning Tarwater’s complete disavowal of all
personal responsibility as the minister of the baptism. I believe that O’Connor portrays
Tarwater as more fearful of baptizing Bishop than murdering him in order to exaggerate
how the metaphysical effect of the sacrament for Bishop is much more vital and lasting
than the physical effect murder has on him, and on some level Tarwater knows the
difference. The former is eternal, while the latter is ephemeral.
While the two most important layers of the validity of this baptismal scene are the
matter and form, I want to briefly discuss the layers of minister and recipient, which are
also key components to the sacrament. Like Bevel, Tarwater is an “extraordinary
minister” of the sacrament, because he is a “layman,” which, in the eyes of the Church, is
lawful. Because it has been implied throughout the novel that Tarwater fully understands
the consequences of baptism, the importance and necessity of it for salvation, then he is
baptizing Bishop consciously aware of the effects; hence, the baptism of Bishop is
legitimate.
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In looking at the final layer of validity, the recipient of the sacrament, I find a
great comparison between Harry and Bishop. While Harry is much younger than Bishop,
I would still classify Bishop under the “infant” category that I previously labeled Harry,
because he is mentally handicapped. Bishop is developmentally “young” even though he
is not literally or chronologically. Bishop is described throughout the novel by both
Tarwater and Rayber as an “idiot,” and he is constantly degraded. Tarwater’s “friend,
the devil, warns him, “If you baptize once, you’ll be doing it the rest of your life. If it’s
an idiot this time, the next time, it's liable to be a nigger”(O’Connor 433). In addition.
Rayber comments,“Nothing ever happens to that kind of child....In a hundred years
people may have learned enough to put them to sleep when they’re born”(435). Such
statements confirm that neither Tarwater nor Rayber considers Bishop worthy of the time
it takes to baptize solely because he is an “idiot.” However, because the Church believes
you do not have to have reason or language to experience the sacred, it is concerned with
the salvation of all human beings, even dumb children. Just as the Church is concerned.
so is Flannery O’Connor.
As previously mentioned, one of the main ways in which these two stories
contrast is that Harry drowns himself with the intention of entering the Kingdom of
Christ, while Tarwater drowns Bishop with the intention of defeating his great-uncle’s
purpose for him - of trumping Rayber and Mason in the same move. However, these two
stories compare in the way that O’Connor physically kills both Harry and Bishop in order
to exaggerate the metaphysical belief that in baptism, the souls of the recipients die and
are reborn, their sins remitted. As I have already stated in my first definition of Baptism,
it is a “resuscitation, a bringing back from the dead”(CE). Therefore, in order for one to
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be regenerated, one must first die, and O’Connor fuses together the literal and figurative
by presenting us with the physical deaths of both Harry and Bishop. The original sin.
present in Harry and Bishop, dies, is washed away, and “drowned.
1 believe that, perhaps, this latter death is more violent and complex because, in
contrast to “The River," O'Connor is exploring three rational characters’ relationships to
the meaning of the sacrament of baptism. Mason Tarwater's, Rayber's, and Francis
Tarwater’s. Also, we are experiencing this story from the perspective of the minister of
the sacrament as opposed to the recipient; therefore, we do not get any descriptions of the
aftermath of Bishop's death as we do with Harry implying that his baptism and death
were efficacious and salvific: “he knew that he was getting somewhere, all his fury and
fear left him.” However, through the fear and fury of Tarwater, post-murder and baptism,
we sense that Bishop’s death and baptism produced the same effects. Tarwater is
desperately justifying to the truck driver that “You can’t be bom again....You’re only
born once’’(O’Connor 458). However, as his Justification continues, his argument
becomes weaker,“Even if I did baptize him that was only an accident”(458). Tarwater’s
fear and suspicion that baptism may matter is evidence that Bishop is in fact “reborn to
spiritual life,” and is transferred from his mute dumb world where he has unknowingly
suffered to a “state of adoption, as a son of God”(CE).
We remember that Harry sought to go “under the river” and is finally pulled down
like a long gentle hand”(O’Connor 171). In contrast, as Tarwater is reflecting back on
Bishop’s murder, he dreams that he is Bishop: his “muscles began to jerk, his arms
flailed, his mouth opened to make way for cries that would not come. His pale face
twitched and grimaced. He might have been Jonah clinging wildly to the whale’s
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longue"(462). Bishop struggles violently against his literal immersion while Harry
invited his because Bishop does not desire to go “under the river” in order to “count.
Unlike Harry, Bishop is not aware of the need for a better life. Harry did not view the
river water as a physical danger; rather, he viewed it as a spiritual invitation. Bishop, on
the other hand, views the lake water as a physical danger, one that he instinctually knows
he must try and resist.
In comparison to the critical debates surrounding the death of Harry, many
O'Connor scholars view Bishop’s death as violent, unneces.sary, and additional proof of
O'Connor as a controlling and diabolical author. For example. Wood states that French
critic Andre Bleika.sten “accuses O’Connor of being a misanthrope whose God is hardly
distinguishable from Satan” because Bleikasten has argued,“O’Connor’s heroes are
indeed sleepers: they traverse life in a dream-like state, and with the sense of impotence
and anxiety experienced in nightmares. They go through the motions of revolt, but their
violent gestures toward independence are all doomed to dissolve into unreality. They are
nothing more than the starts and bounds of a hooked fish. Tarwater...acts out scenarios
written beforehand by someone else’”(quoted in Wood 190). However, I believe that
O’Connor’s inclusion of violence is crucial, as the title and epigraph of this novel imply:
“From the days of John the Baptist until now,the kingdom of heaven suffereth violence.
and the violent bear it away”(Matthew 11:12). Many critics have tried to make sense of
the title and epigraph, such as John May, who concludes in his essay,“The Violent Bear
It Away: The Meaning of the Title”: “The kingdom of heaven manifests itself violently.
and men in violence take hold of it. ‘Men in violence’ refers not only to the effect of the
manifestation of the kingdom upon the one called [Tarwater], but also to his response
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which is emotionally total and socially extreme....[O'Connor] strives to keep before the
reader the extreme situation because...[it is] in the violent situation that our response is
purest, drained of all self-interest and especially of that facile optimism which for her is
the true enemy of faith"(86). In other words, while O’Connor is not advocating the
violence of murderers, she believes that violence is an element, present and necessary, in
the fight to take "hold of' the "kingdom of heaven.

Therefore, O'Connor also believes

in the necessity of using violence to generate a "violent response" from her audience, one
that is shocking and rousing rather than indifferent or passive. Violence conveys the
urgency of this task — it is literally a life-or-death matter.
In addition, I believe that O'Connor writes about the death and baptism of an
innocent child as opposed to an ordinary adult for the same reasons that she creates the
character of Harry: because she wants the action surrounding Bishop to resonate with her
secular audience. As O'Connor states in "The Fiction Writer and His Country":
The novelist with Christian concerns will find in modern life distortions
which are repugnant to him, and his problem will be to make these appear
as distortions to an audience which is used to seeing them as natural; and
he may well be forced to take ever more violent means to get his vision
across to this hostile audience. When you can assume that your audience
holds the same beliefs you do, you can relax a little and use more normal
ways of talking about it; when you have to assume that it does not, then
you have to make your vision apparent by shock - to the hard of hearing
you shout, and for the almost blind, you draw large and startling figures.
(805-806)
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I believe that the “distortion” that O'Connor finds in “modem life” is her audience's
blindness to the significance of baptism; therefore, she must distort a “normal” baptism
by using violence, innocent children, tragedy, and death in order to make her “vision” of
the sacredness and efficaciousness of baptism “apparent.
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Chapter II
Eucharist: “Well, if it’s a symbol, to hell with if

According to the Catholic Encyclopedia:
The Church honors the Eucharist as one of her most exalted
mysteries...[along with the] Trinity and Incarnation. These three mysteries
constitute a wonderful triad, which causes the essential characteristic of
Christianity, as a religion of mysteries far transcending the capabilities of
reason...The organic connection of this mysterious triad is clearly
discerned, if we consider Divine grace under the aspect of a personal
communication of God. Thus in the bosom of the Blessed Trinity, God the
Father, by virtue of the eternal generation, communicates His Divine
Nature to God the Son...while the Son of God, by virtue of the hypostatic
union, communicates in turn the Divine Nature received from His Father
to His human nature formed in the womb of the Virgin Mary,in order that
thus as God-man, hidden under the Eucharistic Species, He might deliver
Himself to His Church, who, as a tender mother, mystically cares for and
nurtures in her own bosom this, her greatest treasure, and daily places it
before her children as the spiritual food of their souls. Thus the Trinity,
Incarnation, and Eucharist are really welded together like a precious chain,
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which in a wonderful manner links heaven with earth, God with man.
uniting them most intimately and keeping them thus united (CE).
Flannery O'Connor received this “spiritual food" for her soul as she made her
First Communion in the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist on May 8, 1932(O’Connor
1238). Some twenty years later, she defends this divine essence of the Eucharist, in the
form of perhaps her most famous remark,“Well, if it’s a symbol, to hell with if
(O’Connor 977). By this remark O'Connor meant that the Eucharist “is the center of
existence for me; all the rest of life is expendable"(977). Wood believes that “there is
little doubt that [the] New York literi regarded O’Connor as a fundamentalist Catholic,
and they had considerable cause. For O’Connor, unlike advocates of the civil religion
that was aborning in the 1950s and that would triumph by the end of the century, dogma
was a salutary rather than a pejorative term"(23). Indeed, O’Connor herself claimed that
Catholic dogma “watered and fed" her stories (O’Connor 930). Ironically, these words
themselves evoke a Eucharistic image, as Catholics drink and eat this “spiritual food for
our souls.” Instead of in a straightforward non-fictional way, O’Connor fictionally uses
innocent children (as she did to explore baptism) and sexuality, draws grotesque parallels.
and exaggerates and distorts familiar images to defend her dogmatic beliefs regarding the
Eucharist.
Just as O’Connor was obviously intrigued by the sacrament of baptism, she
appears equally fascinated by the Eucharist as is evident by her fictional portrayal of this
sacrament as the dramatic conclusion to two of her works,“A Temple of the Holy
Ghost," and The Violent Bear It Away. My last chapter dove deep into Catholic teaching
to assess the validity of the baptisms performed in two works,“The River" and The
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Violent Bear It Away. This chapter will not be concerned with the technical aspects of
the formality of this sacrament; in fact, the Sacrament of Holy Communion is only
received in The Violent Bear it Away.
Rather, this chapter will focus on O’Connor’s depiction of two of the
mysterious doctrinal beliefs surrounding the Eucharist: that “in the Eucharist, the Body
and Blood of the God-man are truly, really, and substantially present,’’ and that “The
Bread of Life responds to the craving of the human heart after a food which nourishes
unto immortality’’(CE). Writing about the Eucharist twice allows O’Connor to explore
both of these essential tenets. “A Temple of the Holy Ghost’’ deals with the former
mystery by using an innocent pre-pubescent child and a radical and controversial image
to explain the irrational and incomprehensible mystery of the Eucharist, while drawing
accurate grotesque parallels. Furthermore, I argue that O’Connor also intends in this
short story to emphasize the importance of the Catholic tradition and ritual of adoring the
Eucharist during Benediction. O’Connor’s second novel, The Violent Bear It Away,
defends the latter mystery by exaggerating physical hunger to express the desire for
Eucharistic spiritual nourishment for our souls. While Tarwater does not specifically
imagine himself receiving the Eucharist as a sacrament, O’Connor does construct the
novel’s concluding scene to evoke a familiar scripture reference to the Eucharist through
distortion. This second chapter will resemble the first in the way that I will attempt to
address why O’Connor uses such creative, outrageous, and extreme avenues to depict one
of the most sacred and holy of Christian mysteries. Finally, I will also analyze how
another of O’Connor’s short stories, “The Partridge Festival” echoes the original
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institution of the Eucharist at the Last Supper in its account of a communal festival
celebratins life in the midst of death.
One critic concerned with O'Connor’s use of the grotesque, Anthony Di Renzo.
believes “‘A Temple of the Holy Ghost' is the most Catholic of O’Connor's stories - in
its setting, characters, and symbolism”(81). What is obvious about this short story is that
the interplay that exists between an innocent nameless girl, struggling throughout the
story with the mystery of her budding sexuality, and an even more sexually mysterious
character, a freak-show hermaphrodite, contains a religious dimension. What is not so
obvious is why the interplay exists. My argument is that O’Connor juxtaposes the girl’s
confusion about sexuality with a universal confusion about the mystery of the Eucharist,
which can also be viewed as grotesque and hybrid. While other critics have alluded to
this idea, I am going to provide the Catholic doctrines, which O’Connor was familiar
with, that support my argument. O’Connor herself stated, in the same letter to “A” that I
have already quoted, that “A Temple of the Holy Ghost” dealt with “the mystery of the
Eucharist”(O’Connor 976). I agree with Di Renzo, who stresses that O’Connor uses
■grossly physical means” to make her point, but I believe that he, along with other critics.
understates the largely spiritual “means” also present in this story. First, however, I want
to look more closely at the young girl’s mystification.
We sense from the very beginning of “A Temple of the Holy Ghost,” that this
twelve-year-old child is “suffering the first onslaught of hormones” (Di Renzo 82)
because of O’Connor’s description of her “fat cheeks” and “braces” which “glared like
tin” (O’Connor 198). This description reveals an aspect of what the relationship between
this child and the Eucharist will come to represent, the mystery of a changing body. We
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know this innocent girl is insecure and naive about sexuality because of the way she
interacts with her two older and more sexually mature cousins, Joanne and Susan. In the
last sentence of the opening paragraph of the story, we see the young girl watching her
cousins “suspiciously from a distance” as “they put on lipstick and their Sunday shoes
and walked around in the high heels all over the house, always passing the long mirror in
the hall slowly to get a look at their legs”(197). The young girl is suspicious of Joanne
and Susan because “nothing in her genteel Southern Catholic background has prepared
her for the embarrassing transitions of biology - or for the aggressive sexuality of Joanne
and Susan”(Di Renzo 82). Her cousins are described as boy-crazy because “all their
sentences began,‘You know this boy I know well one time he... (O’Connor 197).
The first evidence of O’Connor using human sexuality as a vehicle for
exploration of the divine mystery of the Eucharist occurs when Joanne and Susan’s aunt
asks them why they call themselves “Temple One” and “Temple Two. The cousins
laugh throughout their response to their aunt: “Sister Perpetua, the oldest nun at the
Sisters of Mercy in Mayville, had given them a lecture on what to do if a young man
should...behave in an ungentlemanly manner with them in the back of an
automobile....Sister Perpetua said they were to say, ‘Stop sir! I am a Temple of the Holy
GhostI’...and that would put an end to it”(199). O’Connor is fictionalizing the scripture
passage from 1 Corinthians 6: 19-20: “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the
Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own;
you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.” The young girl and
her mother do not think that the cousin’s story is comical, and the child thinks, “I am a
Temple of the Holy Ghost...and was pleased with the phrase. It made her feel as if
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somebody had given her a present"(O’Connor 199). While the cousins make a mockery
of the idea that their bodies could simultaneously be used for sexual means and for pure
spiritual inhabitation, the child marvels at this possibility. It is not just the spiritual
dimension of the body that is the real gift, but it is the idea of the duality, the excess of
the body, which “pleases" the young girl.
Next, we witness Joanne and Susan exploit the song,“Tantum ergo," which.
according to Catholic doctrine, must be sung as one of the requirements during the
Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, the Holy Eucharist. The actual Benediction
ceremony will be discus.sed later in my analysis, but I must first look at O’Connor’s
structuring of this scene. Why would the cousins sing this particular song while they are
flirting with two boys of the neighborhood? According to Peter Orlowski, the “Tantum
Ergo is the last two stanzas from the Eucharistic poem,Pange Lingua,composed by St.
Thomas Aquinas"(Orlowski).
Tantum ergo Sacramentum
Veneremur cernui:
Et antiquum documentum
Novo cedat ritui:
Praestet fides supplementum
Sensuum defectui.
. Genitori, Genitoque
Laus et iubilatio,
Salus, honor, virtus quoque
Sit et benedictio:
Procedenti ab utroque
Compar sit laudatio.
Amen.
Literal translation:
So great therefore the sacrament
In homage bent low:
And the old instruction
To the new yields the ritual:
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Keep the faith supplying
For sense failing.
To Father, Son
Praise and sing out.
Health, honor, power likewise
To be and blessings:
Proceed from both
Equal to be praised.
Amen.
Ironically, the two neighborhood boys, Wendell and Cory, who supposedly are going to
be “Church of God preachers,” are shocked and bewildered at the girls’ foreign song, and
Wendell even exclaims, “That must be a Jew singing”(O’Connor 202). Joanne and
Susan ridicule one of the most sacred Catholic songs by devaluing it. The “Tantum ergo"
celebrates the Holy Spirit, “proceed[ing] from both” the “Father” and “Son,” as an
excessive hybrid (or a freak) completing the Trinity. The Holy Spirit is a hybrid just as
Christ himself is a hybrid as God-man. Therefore, to be a Temple of the Holy Spirit is to
be a body that houses a hybrid identity. I believe that O’Connor includes this parody to
signify how the sexually mature cousins have demystified the Eucharist with their
giggling and mocking; however, the innocent young girl has a completely opposite
reaction and is furious with her cousins’ and with the two boys’ mistaken claim. The
young girl shouts,“You big dumb ox!...You dumb Church of God ox!”(202).
Significantly, “unbeknownst to the girl, this is also the epithet thrown at the ungainly and
slow-speaking Aquinas - the dumb ox. His teacher, Albertus Magnus, said of his
allegedly bovine student, ‘When this ox roars, the whole world will listen’”(Wood 39).
Without knowledge of this interesting fact, O’Connor merely wants us to associate how
the young girl’s outrage is grounded in the fact that she senses the importance of the
Benediction of the Eucharist and the mystery, excess, and hybridity of the divine. The
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cousins who are older and who are currently attending a Catholic school are, ironically.
the sacrilegious characters in the story, while the young girl is serious about respecting
the sacredness of her Catholic religion.
In this next scene, O'Connor contrasts the cousins’ blasphemy with the young
girl's memory of attending the fair in order for the bizarre conclusion of this short story
to appear realistic and serious as opposed to humorous and profane. We first recognize
the usual O'Connor technique of describing a secular setting with religious overtones
while relating the child’s daydream: “She had looked with interest...at the faded-looking
pictures on the canvas of people in tights, with stiff stretched composed faces like the
faces of the martyrs waiting to have their tongues cut out by the Roman soldier’
(O’Connor 204). Then the young girl ponders about what she wants to be when she
grows up, and she decides that “she would have to be a saint because that was the
occupation that included everything you could know; and yet she knew she would never
be a saint....She could never be a saint, but she thought she could be a martyr if they
killed her quick’’(204). The child’s desire to be a saint reveals her naivete because she
reduces the spiritual to the intellectual. Next, the young girl imagines how she will be put
in a lion’s den by the Romans to die a martyr. Finally, we see the young girl pray her
night-time prayers which are described as usually “perfunctory,” but other times “she
would be moved by fervor and would think of Christ on the long journey to Calvary,
crushed three times under the rough cross”(205). This image emphasizes bodily details,
which relates back to the mystery of Christ as embodied. This is the aspect that she has
trouble thinking through - the physical aspect of divinity that makes Christian belief
sacramental and makes the Eucharist a radical idea.
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This scene allows us to see that while she is young and inexperienced in life, the
girl is passionate about her faith. We are made aware of her pride as a Catholic in her
prayer. “Lord, Lord, thank You that Fm not in the Church of God,thank You Lord, thank
O O
You!"(205). This youn c*
irirFs innocent faith reminds us of Harry’s complete trust in

reaching the “Kingdom of God" in “The River.” Once again, I believe O'Connor uses
these children to impress upon us her belief in a Christian's need to completely surrender
and accept God based on faith without reason.
The young girl's confusion about sex becomes even more obvious when Susan
and Joanne return from the town fair, and they attempt to hide what they have
experienced at the freak show from their younger cousin. After Susan tells the young
girl, “There are some things that a child of your age doesn’t know,’’ the young girl tries to
prove that she does understand adult topics, such as sexual reproduction: “I saw this
rabbit have rabbits"(206). Actually, the young girl “had never seen a rabbit have
rabbits,’’ but she just wanted them to tell her “about the you-know-what...they had seen
in the tent” (206). Susan and Joanne proceed to tell the young girl about the freak that
they had seen that night and how he said,“Fm going to show you this and if you laugh.
God may strike you the same way....God made me thisaway....This is the way He
wanted me to be and I ain’t disputing His way. Fm showing you because I got to make
the best of it. I expect you to act like ladies and gentleman. I never done it to myself nor
had a thing to do with it but Fm making the best of it. I don’t dispute hit’’(206). The
freak presents itself to its audiences in a frank, naked, and sexualized way. The young
girl’s sexual innocence and ignorance is revealed again when she asks her cousins,“You
mean it had two heads?’’(206). Just as sainthood is a matter of knowledge for the young
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girl, this comment emphasizes how the young girl is still prone to intellectualize matters
of identity, even sexual ones. The child is completely bewildered when Susan responds.
“No, it was a man and a woman both. It pulled up its dress and showed us”(206). Now
that Joanne and Susan have told the child their story, they want to hear about the rabbits.
and the child confidently but incorrectly retorts, “It spit them out of its mouth”(207).
Again, the child intellectualizes sexuality as she displaces birth upward to the head.
About this comment Di Renzo observes, “It is the wrong orifice, of course, and the child.
for all her intellectual precocity, has problems conceptualizing those parts of the body
that are below the waist"(84). Perhaps the child has difficulties comprehending sexuality
because her precocity is only intellectual.
As I mentioned, one of the elements at work in this scene is that of the child’s
ignorance and naivete regarding sex, sexual reproduction, and sexual orientation.
However, the more important element in this scene is that of the hermaphrodite and its
divine allusion to God. When the child is trying to go to sleep, she grotesquely
intertwines the vision of the hermaphrodite from the fair with the image of a Catholic
mass where what is celebrated is the excess hybridity of God as man, bread as flesh, wine
as blood. The young girl transforms the audience into a congregation, as she pictures
men “more solemn than they were in church” and women “standing as if they were
waiting for the first note of the piano to begin the hymn”(O’Connor 207). The dream
continues as the child imagines the people responding “Amen. Amen” to the freak’s
claims about its biological makeup (207). In her dream, the child then links her cousins’
story about Sister Perpetua to the freak by dreaming that the freak exhorts the people in
the crowd to “Raise yourself up. A temple of the Holy Ghost. You! You are God’s
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temple, don't you know? Don't you know? God's Spirit has a dwelling in you, don’t
you know? If anybody desecrates the temple of God, God will bring him to ruin and if
you laugh. He may strike you thisaway. A temple of God is a holy thing. Amen. Amen.
I am a temple of the Holy Ghost. Amen”(207).
There are several rich facets to the way in which O’Connor structures this dream
.scene. While this .scene serves the primary function of foreshadowing the conclusion of
the story (which clarifies and dramatizes the hermaphrodite’s purpose), it also.
simultaneously, unites three different ideas: tru.st and acceptance in the incomprehensible.
divine incarnation in the human, and the relationship between human sexuality and
spiritual purity. First, O’Connor is using the hermaphrodite, a person with both male and
female genitals, as an example for how we, as humans, need to trust and accept entities or
ideas even though they may be foreign, excessive, perplexing, or extreme. I will explore
this idea further when I analyze the conclusion of the story where this abstract idea of the
foreign, excessive, perplexing, and extreme will take the tangible form of the Eucharist.
In this scene, O’Connor merely alludes to the difficulty of having faith. She expresses in
several of her letters that she was aware that faith is “blindness.

over-reaching,” and

“what you have in the absence of knowledge”(1154, 1165). Similarly, the young girl is
moving away from her obsession solely with knowledge and matters of the mind.
O’Connor’s personal beliefs echo what is written in scripture,“Now faith is the assurance
of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen”(Hebrews 11:1).
Next, O’Connor adds the element of divine incarnation in the human as the
hermaphrodite takes on the persona of a preacher sermonizing about how our earthly
bodies are sacred vessels filled with the eternal Holy Spirit. Therefore, not just Christ’s
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body, but our own bodies are also hybrid and excessive. With the hermaphrodite’s
statement "\ am a temple of the Holy Ghost,” O’Connor is stressing how the
hermaphrodite is also no less holy because it is bodily, hybrid, and grotesque since
Christ, too, w as all these things. Di Renzo believes that “the grotesqueness of human
sexuality, its irredeemable carnality, is directly related to its sanctity”(88). I would argue
further that O'Connor seems to be making a point about spiritual and sexual purity: if
anyone defiles his or her body in any way, he or she will have sinned and could be
eternally punished because sin is considered a “habitual aversion from God”(CE).
However, O’Connor does not give any specific details about the nature of spiritual and
sexual purity in this story, and we know that she was unsure about the topic, as she
reveals in a letter to “A:” “Purity strikes me as the most mysterious of the virtues and the
more I think about it the less I know about it. A Temple of the Holy Ghost all revolves
around what is purity”(O’Connor 970). For O’Connor,“what is purity” may take a
hybrid excessive form as we see revealed here. O’Connor seems to be suggesting we
must keep our bodies pure because we do not need to taint the divine nature and gift of
grace that dwells within us. Because O’Connor structures the young girl’s dream around
these religious and sexual overtones, we know that she wants us to recognize a
connection between how her blooming sexuality is a mystery for her, how a
hermaphrodite’s sexuality is a mystery for us all, and how the Divine’s association with
our sexuality is also a mystery for all of us.
Some critics suggest that the young girl’s interaction with the hermaphrodite
serves a completely different purpose in the story. For example. Wood believes the
“hermaphrodite...has dealt with his malformity in a deeply liberating way,” and “as the
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child learns how he has redeemed his bodily life, she is able to overcome her own terrible
sins of the spirit, which are also linked to her two chief personal traits - her intellectual
brilliance and her religious insight” (244). Wood continues in his argument to state “the
freak, in faithfully embracing his suffering, inhabits the deepest realm of mystery. He
dwells there not in spite of his disfigurement but because he humbly accepts it” (246).
While I believe there is some element of truth in Wood’s observations, I think that
O'Connor is using the hermaphrodite to reveal a divine mystery, not just the human
mystery of the hermaphrodite itself.
This divine mystery surfaces in the concluding scene of the story when the child
and her mother attend the Benediction of the Eucharist with the cousins at Mount St.
Scholastica. O'Connor brilliantly structures this scene by juxtaposing the ordinary.
familiar, and traditional image of a Catholic Benediction service with the grotesque
image of the freak from the fair. According to the Catholic Encyclopedia,“One of the
most generally popular of Catholic services is Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament....It
is ordinarily an afternoon or evening devotion and consists in the singing of certain
hymns, or litanies, or eanticles, before the Blessed Sacrament, which is exposed upon the
altar in a monstrance and is surrounded with lights....At the end, the priest, his shoulders
enveloped in a humeral veil, takes the monstrance into his hands and with it makes the
sign of the cross (hence the name Benediction) in silence over the kneeling congregation.
The use of incense and wax candles...the singing of the ‘Tantum ergo’... and the
blessing given with the Blessed Sacrament are obligatory everywhere”(CE). Wood
points out that O’Connor was very familiar with the Benediction ritual: “even after she
was largely confined to the farmhouse outside her rural Georgia home, O’Connor often
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attended the service of Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament at her parish church”(25).
The description that O'Connor gives us of this last scene is almost identical to the setting
regarded as necessary, by the Church,for the Benediction:‘The next afternoon,” the girl.
her mother, and her cousins enter Mount St. Scholastica chapel, which ‘‘smelled of
incense. It was light green and gold, a series of springing arches that ended with the one
over the altar where the priest was kneeling in front of the monstrance, bowed low. A
small boy in a surplice was standing behind him, swinging the censer....They were well
into the Temtum Ergo before her ugly thoughts stopped and she began to realize that she
was in the presence of God"(O’Connor 208).
In order for the host to become the ‘‘Blessed Sacrament,” transubstantiation has to
have already taken place. The Catholic Church believes that in transubstantiation.
we find the first and fundamental notion to be that of conversion, which
may be defined as ‘the transition of one thing into another in some aspect
of being.’ Transubstantiation, however, is not a conversion simply so
called, but a substantial conversion inasmuch as one thing is substantially
or essentially converted into another. Transubstantiation differs from
every other substantial conversion in this, that only the substance is
converted into another

the accidents remaining the same

just as

would be the case if wood were miraculously converted into iron, the
substance of the iron remaining hidden under the external appearance of
the wood....In the Eucharist the Body and Blood of the God-man are truly.
really, and substantially present for the nourishment of our souls, by
reason of the transubstantiation of the bread and wine into the Body and
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Blood of Christ, and that in this change of substances the unbloody
Sacrifice of the New Testament is also contained.(CE)
We know that O'Connor was acutely aware of what transpires during Transubstantiation
because she reproduces part of this definition verbatim in one of her letters: “The Mass is
a memorial but it is a memorial in which Christ is ‘really, truly, and substantially' present
under the forms of bread and wine"(115). This doctrine is essentially composed of three
principle elements: sacrifice, sacrament, and real presence. The first two truths will be
discussed later in my analysis of The Violent Bear it Away and “The Partridge Festival,”
as O'Connor focuses only on this la.st element in “A Temple of the Holy Ghost.”
As I have already discussed, O’Connor has laid the foundation for this focus on
the mystery of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist as God-man by her depiction of
the child’s confusion about the mystery of her own emerging sexuality and the mystery of
the hermaphrodite’s sexuality. The child’s sense of her own “presence” acquires a
“substantial” (bodily, more than intellectual) dimension as the story develops. In
addition, the freak forces her to consider the similarly “freakish
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presence” of Christ in

the Eucharist as embodied and hybrid, as a God-man, body as well as spirit. We know
that O’Connor, obviously, intended for us to recognize a close relationship between the
hermaphrodite and the Eucharist because “when the priest raised the monstrance with the
Host shining ivory-colored in the center of it, she was thinking of the tent at the fair that
had the freak in it”(O’Connor 208).
It is understandable that many critics would misinterpret O’Connor’s intentions
and readers would view this connection as blasphemous because a hermaphrodite is a
very radical entity to compare to the most sacred and holy Catholic entity. For example.
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many feminist critics, such as Louise Westling, see the hermaphrodite as a sign of the
young girl's rebellion against her budding sexuality: “O’Connor gives the child a
religious vision of the hermaphrodite that erases the distinction between the sexes and
thus relieves her of the necessity of accepting her own femininity and joining the rites of
adolescent courtship which she finds so disgusting as she watches her cousins perform
them"(18). O'Connor even writes about two readers’ complaints with her usage of this
grotesque image: “I got a real ugly letter from a Boston lady about that story called ‘A
Temple of the Holy Ghost.’ She said she was a Catholic and so she couldn’t understand
how anybody could even HAVE such thoughts”(O’Connor 935).“He [George Clay] has
written me some letters about my stuff—He said... ‘A Temple...’ was marred by the
‘religious reference that didn’t fit in’”(963).
O’Connor exaggerates this idea of bewildered readers by choosing to include in
her story how “some of the preachers from town gone out and inspected it [the fair with
the hermaphrodite] and got the police to shut it on down”(209). The preachers, like her
readers, are over-invested in the spiritual dimensions of the mystery of the Eucharist and
underinvested in the bodily dimensions. However, I believe that if the nature of the
Eucharist and the hermaphrodite are closely examined, then O’Connor’s juxtaposition is
not intended to be profane; rather, I view it as ingeniously accurate.
The nature of Jesus Christ is described using the term “hypostatic union,” which
Catholic doctrine defines as “a theological term used with reference to the Incarnation to
express the revealed truth that in Christ one person subsists in two natures, the Divine and
the human. Hypostasis means, literally, that which lies beneath as basis or foundation.
Hence it came to be used by the Greek philosophers to denote reality as distinguished
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from appearances

The Council of Chalcedon...declared that in Christ the two natures.

each retaining its own properties, are united in one subsistence and one person....They
are not joined in a moral or accidental union, nor commingled, and nevertheless they are
substantially united”(CE). Dorothy McFarland provides the following comments on
hypostatic union: ‘in juxtaposing the grotesque condition of the freak with the
sacramental image of Christ, O'Connor is emphasizing the grotesqueness - from the
naturalistic point of view - of the union of the human and the divine in the person of
Jesus,just as she had emphasized the grotesqueness of the idea of the body being a
temple of the Holy Spirit by associating that image with the freak. In so stressing the
grotesqueness of these unions, she was trying to bring to the surface what she felt to be
the deep and largely unconscious response of most of her audience - which is that the
union of the grossly physical and spiritual is grotesque”(27-28). I agree that O’Connor
realized her audience etherealized Christ in order to forget or repress his bodiliness;
therefore, she uses grotesquerie in order to make her audience remember or recall.
Additionally, I believe that O’Connor’s purpose for paralleling the two natures of
Jesus against the two sexes of a hermaphrodite is to acknowledge how incomprehensible
and mysterious the nature of Jesus and the Eucharist is to the finite human mind.
Moreover, Di Renzo recognizes that “O’Connor literally dramatizes a passage from Saint
Paul: ‘There is no male or female but all are one in Christ Jesus’”(88-89). While a
hermaphrodite is widely considered a sexually complex social stigma, I argue that
O’Connor desires for us to accept this creature of God for he is a “monster and a
monstrance” and literally a platform upon and from which the Eucharistic truth can be
celebrated (Di Renzo 89). Similarly, Christians are required to trust in the hypostatic
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nature of Jesus, and Catholics are to have faith that “the same Lord Christ is truly present
in the Eucharist as is present in heaven"(CE). It is for this same reason that Catholics
believe “He [Jesus] is to be adored in the Blessed Sacrament, and just so long as He
remains present under the appearances of bread and wine, namely,from the moment of
Transubstantiation to the moment in which the species are decomposed”(CE).
This belief reminds us of how the young girl imagines the freak saying,“I don’t
dispute hit. This is the way He wanted me to be”(O’Connor 209). We recall the image
of Jesus “not disputing” but accepting his mission from his Father to die on the cross:
“Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done'
(Luke 22:42). Perhaps O’Connor is also intending for her personal belief to be realized
that Catholics should also not “dispute” the idea of the real presence of Jesus in the
Eucharist. O'Connor endorses this idea in one of her letters, “To see Christ as God and
man is probably no more difficult today than it has always been, even if today there seem
to be more reasons to doubt. For you it may be a matter of not being able to accept what
you call a suspension of the laws of the flesh and the physical, but for my part I think that
when I know what the laws of the flesh and the physical really are, then I will know what
God is. We know them as we see them, not as God sees them”(O’Connor 953).
It seems as if O’Connor wanted the young girl to forever remember not to
“dispute” this idea by symbolically branding the girl with the most famous Christian
icon: “As they were leaving the convent door, the big nun swooped down on her
mischievously and nearly smothered her in the black habit, mashing the side of her face
into the crucifix hitched onto her belt” (209). O’Connor eloquently explains her clever
decision to have the girl physically encounter the cross in the following way: “that one
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accepted embrace was marked with the ultimate all-inclusive symbol of love, and that
when the child saw the sun again, it was a red ball, like an elevated Host drenched in
blood and it left a line like a red clay road in the sky. Now here the martyrdom that she
had thought about in a childish way (which turned into a happy sleeping with the lions) is
shown in the final way that it has to be for all of us - an acceptance of the Crucifixion,
Christ's and our own"(976). Just as the sacrament of baptism is also a baptism into
Christ’s death, the Eucharist entails the Crucifixion because you can’t abstract the
physical suffering out of Christ's physical condition. The Crucifixion reminds us of how
literally His body and blood were offered to and for us in the form of a grotesque battered
body. In other words, it reminds us of what the Eucharistic transubstantiation really
means. With this final scene, O’Connor further elevates the significance of the young
girl’s puipose in the story by having her marked bodily with the crucifix. The young girl.
herself, becomes a sort of hybrid freak because of the convergence of flesh and spirit.
body and divine.
O’Connor does not conclude her exploration of the mystery of the Eucharist with
A Temple of the Holy Ghost.” She also writes more indirectly about the Eucharist in
her novel. The Violent Bear It Away. Returning to the theme allows O’Connor to relate a
different aspect of the Eucharist to her audience: its importance as actual, not
metaphorical, nourishment for souls. Another possible reason that O’Connor
fictionalizes the Eucharist a second time is to present it in the form of a sacrament and
not just in the form of a Benediction or adoration. In contrast to “A Temple of the Holy
Ghost,” the Sacrament of Holy Communion is not depicted in the typical church setting;
instead, it is imaginatively consumed outside in a unique setting and circumstance.
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However, a closer look reveals that O’Connor is distorting a familiar Scriptural allusion
for us.
Catholic doctrine locates a precedent for the Eucharist in the scriptural account of
Jesus feeding the five thousand people. John 6 begins with a crowd gathering on a
mountainside at Capharnaum to hear Jesus preach, but the only food that is available for
the “about five thousand” people is “five small barley loaves and two small fish.” Jesus
performs a miracle as he “took the loaves, gave thanks, and distributed to those who were
seated as much as they wanted.” Even after the people had had enough to eat, the
disciples “gathered the pieces and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley
loaves left over by those who had eaten.” When the disciples ask Jesus about his
whereabouts. He responds, “1 tell you the truth, you are looking for me, not because you
saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for
food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give
you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval.” When the disciples ask for
a miraculous sign” from Jesus to believe that he is “the one he [God] has sent”just as
their “forefathers ate the manna [the bread from heaven to eat] in the desert,” Jesus
replies. 1 tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but
it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he
who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.” The disciples then ask Jesus
to give them this bread, but Jesus responds, “1 am the bread of life. He who comes to me
will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty. But as I told you,
you have seen me and still you do not believe. All that the Father gives me will come to
me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from
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heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of
him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at
the last day. For my Father's will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in
him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.” The disciples doubt
Jesus because they claim that they know Jesus' mother and father, and that it is not
physically or rationally possible for Jesus to have “come down from Heaven. However,
Jesus refutes the disciples saying,“I tell you the truth, he who believes has everlasting
life. 1 am the bread of life. Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died.
But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. I
am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live
forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” The disciples
continue to question Jesus’ words because they cannot comprehend how they are to eat a
man’s flesh. Once again, Jesus responds,“I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of
the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and
drinks my blood has eternal life, and 1 will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is
real food and my blood is real drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood
remains in me, and I in him. Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the
Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me. This is the bread that came
down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread
will live forever...The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have
spoken to you are spirit and they are life.” The Catholic Encyclopedia explains this
scriptural passage in the following way:
By the miracles of the loaves and fishes and the walking upon the waters,
on the previous day, Christ not only prepared His hearers for the sublime
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discourse containing the promise of the Eucharist, but also proved to them
that He possessed, as Almighty God-man, a power superior to and
independent of the laws of nature, and could, therefore, provide such a
supernatural food, none other, in fact, than His own Flesh and Blood. This
discourse...is divided into two distinct parts....Nothing hinders our
intcipreiing the first part metaphorically and understanding by “bread of
heaven" Christ Himself as the object of faith, to be received in a figurative
sense as a spiritual food by the mouth of faith. Such a figurative
explanation of the second part of the discourse, however, is not only
unusual but absolutely impossible....First of all the whole structure of the
discourse of promise demands a literal interpretation of the words: “eat the
Hesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood.” For Christ mentions a
threefold food in His address, the manna of the past..., the heavenly bread
of the present..., and the Bread of Life of the future....Corresponding to
the three kinds of food and the three periods, there are as many dispensers
— Moses dispensing the manna, the Father nourishing man's faith in the
Son of God made flesh, finally Christ giving His own-Flesh and Blood.
Although the manna, a type of the Eucharist, was indeed eaten with the
mouth, it could not, being a transitory food, ward off death. The second
food, that offered by the Heavenly Father, is the bread of heaven, which
He dispenses...to the Jews for their spiritual nourishment, inasmuch as by
reason of the Incarnation He holds up His Son to them as the object of
their faith. If, however, the third kind of food, which Christ Himself
promises to give only at a future time, is a new refection, differing from
the last-named food of faith, it can be none other than His true Flesh and
Blood, to be really eaten and drunk in Holy Communion.(CE)

O’Connor uses Francis Tarwater’s religious doubt, his corporeal hunger, and his
ultimate physical and spiritual satisfaction to impress upon us this dogmatic belief in
Jesus as “the bread of life.” O’Connor’s alludes to this scriptural reference throughout
Tarwater’s character development and his actions mirror the actions of the disciples in
John 6.
Critics have debated whether O’Connor succeeds allegorically in her fiction. One
of her harshest critics, Josephine Hendin, writes,“much of O’Connor’s work tends to
remain literal and never reach a symbolic or even allegoric plane. While some of her
suns become Eucharistic, most of them remain merely suns or are reduced to ‘fat yellow
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roosts' with chickens on them. The latter is symbolizing in reverse: a foreshortening of
meaning that reduces significance instead of expanding it”(20). John F. Desmond,
however, defends O'Connor's method in his Risen Sons: “The doctrine of the analogy of
being...describes from a philosophical viewpoint how a certain historical analogue classical, biblical, or otherwi.se - can be ‘present' in an authentically creative way within
the literal level of a story. The historical analogue, rooted in the writer’s deepest sense of
the meaning of history, is part of the ‘act of existence’ descending and being realized
proportionately ‘according to the possibility' of being within the creative literal action’
(20). In The Violent Bear It A\va\\ he continues,“O’Connor achieved the fullest
development of her analogical vision and the most complete identification of thought and
technique”(Desmond 111). While Desmond is trying to argue that she achieves this
analogical vision through her depiction of “the prophetic artist’s call,” I believe that he
would also agree that O'Connor achieves an “analogical vision” through her depictions of
hunger.
First, Mason Tarwater introduces and constantly repeats the idea of Jesus as “the
bread of life” to his great-nephew, Tarwater. Once again, as with the repeated
injunctions to baptize Bishop, O’Connor uses repetition to drive home how important and
vital the sacraments are. As she put it in a letter to Dr. T. R. Spivey: “You speak of the
Eucharist as if it were not important, as if it could wait until you are better able to
practice the two great commandments. Christ gave us the sacraments in order that we
might better keep the two great commandments. You will learn about Catholic belief by
studying the sacramental life of the Church. The center of this is the Eucharist’
(O’Connor 1102).
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Mason Tarwaier appears to be the voice of O’Connor because of his
understanding of the Eucharist as “the bread of life," and his yearning to participate in
Holy Communion; “IHe] spoke only of...spending eternity eating the bread of life”
(334). However, every time his uncle mentions “the bread of life,” Tarwater “lets his
mind wander off to other subjects," becomes “disconcerted," or has a “hideous vision of
himself sitting forever with his great-uncle on a green bank,full and sick, staring at a
broken fish and a multiplied loaf'(334, 342, 369). Tarwater sees his uncle’s desire to
“hasten to the banks of the Lake of Galilee to eat the loaves and fishes that the Lord had
multiplied" as “madness"(342-343). He also equates this “madness” with “hunger,” and
he “was secretly afraid [this hunger] might be passed down, might be hidden in the blood
and might strike some day in him and then he would be tom by hunger like the old man,
the bottom split out of his stomach so that nothing would heal or fill it but the bread of
life” (343).
Significantly, after the death of Mason Tarwater, Tarwater first feels physically
empty and hungry. Just as the devil is aware, in the biblical passage, of the power of
Jesus to spiritually fulfill us with his body and blood, the tempting devil figure - in this
scene, the salesman, Meeks - also seems conscious of the physical consequences for
Tarwater if he chooses to reject “the bread of life.” When Meeks is dropping Tarwater
off at Rayber’s house, he tells him,“if you get real hungry by next week, you can contact
me from that card and we might make a deal,” and when Tarwater arrives at Rayber’s
house,“his whole body felt hollow”(384-385). Tarwater has not been at Rayber’s house
for long when he had a “revelation” like the one he has when he “was expected to baptize
the child” and “he was called to be a prophet”(389). He sees an image of himself
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“trudging into the distance in the bleeding stinking mad shadow of Jesus, until at last he
received his reward, a broken fish, a multiplied loaf’(389). However,Tarwater must
first experience a variety of different desires relating to hunger before this revelation can
become a reality. Throughout this process of exaggerating hunger, O’Connor tries to
reveal to us that Tarw ater's physical hunger is a response to his secular surroundings.
devious intluences, and sinful choices.
First, we witness how' Tarwater does not desire any of the food that Rayber
provides for him: “He glanced at the breakfast but did not pick up the spoon”(394).
Later in the story, the narrator writes that when Tarwater tried to eat, he looked at the
food as if “he suspected it was poisoned”(403). Ironically, we read,“The first day in the
city he had become conscious of the strangeness in his stomach, a peculiar hunger. The
city food only weakened him. He and his great-uncle had eaten well....The
schoolteacher paid scarce attention to what he put inside him....Since the breakfast he
had finished sitting in the presence of his uncle’s corpse, he had not been satisfied by
food, and his hunger had become like an insistent silent force inside him”(430), When
Tarwater lived with his great-uncle, in other words, he was spiritually fulfilled, and, thus.
physically full. While it seems absurd, extreme, and highly unconventional,for instance,
for Mason to keep Tarwater out of school (339-340), it is only when Mason is no longer
in charge of the boy’s environment and education that young Tarwater becomes
physically hungry and unsatisfied.
The fact that the schoolteacher pays no attention to what Tarwater “put inside
him” suggests that Rayber has a negative spiritual influence on the boy. Rayber wants
Tarwater “to have new clothes to wake up to, new clothes to indicate a new life,” and he
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desires for Tarwater “to be educated so that [he] can take [his] place as an intelligent man
in the world"(3^2, 394). Rayber is trying to give Tarwater what O’Connor believes can
only come from God,“a new life.

Furthermore, Rayber believes that Tarwater should

be “an intelligent man in the world," but we know from the conclusion of the story that
he is satisfied physically and spiritually with his fate as a “prophet." Rayber is confident
that Mason's intluence over Tarwater was detrimental to his upbringing: “God only
knows what the old fool has told you and taught you! He did you a terrible
injustice....He kept you from having a normal life, from getting a decent education. He
filled your head with God knows what rot!"(394). One can imagine readers siding with
Rayber here: after all, the life that he wants to provide for Tarwater seems more modem.
familiar, and natural than the one Mason provided. Indeed, O’Connor wanted to make
Rayber an attractive role model in order for us to recognize ourselves in Rayber- but not
in a nattering way. As she puts it in one of her letters, “Many will think that the author
shares Rayber's point of view and praise the book on account of it"(1101). On the
contrary, O'Connor was attempting to “make a parody” out of Rayber to fool her readers
by luring them into a problematic identification with Rayber, much as Rayber himself is
fooled into thinking he can provide for Tarwater (1094). Tarwater’s physical hunger
while at Rayber’s house, his dissatisfaction with the nourishment offered there, suggests
to the reader that Rayber is unable to fulfill him.
Tarwater’s diabolical “friend" is also obviously a negative spiritual influence on
him: “His friend was adamant that he refuse to entertain hunger as a sign. He pointed out
that the prophets had been fed"(430). The devil is aware of the powerful effects of
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consuming the Eucharist; therefore, he wants to try and trick Tarwater into ignoring his
hunger pangs or into directing that hunger elsewhere.
Even after “voraciously... eating six buns filled with barbeque and drinking three
cans of beer,” Tarwater remains hungry (430). Soon after this moment of gluttony,“He
was becoming aware of how much he had eaten. The food appeared to be sinking like a
leaden column inside him and to be pushed back at the same time by the hunger it had
intruded upon”(437). Still later, this “hunger" transforms into “a ravenous
emptiness...in his stomach,” and when Tarwater is with the truck-driver, we learn that he
“threw up” this dinner (438, 461). Even when Tarwater is able to eat food, his stomach
rejects the food, and he quickly becomes hungry again.
Along with the baptism and murder of Bishop, Tarwater’s hunger becomes a focal
point of the climax, when the characters are at Cherokee Lodge. Rayber senses that
Tarwater “can't eat because something is eating” him (449). He believes that Tarwater
has a choice either to baptize Bishop, which he believes is “only an empty act,” or to be
“born again the natural way - through your own efforts. Your intelligence”(451).
Tarwater’s hunger during this section indicates that, for Tarwater, both of these choices
do not involve the spiritual renewal offered through the Eucharist, because even the
choice to baptize is accompanied by murderous intent.
After Tarwater makes the sinful choice to murder Bishop while unintentionally
baptizing him, he has a difficult time recalling the event as it appears hazy to him.
However, he realizes, with great clarity, and for the first time, that his insatiable and
unsatisfying hunger is abnormal, but he vehemently denies the possibility of being
hungry for anything other than actual food. When Tarwater expresses that he is hungry,
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the truck-driver responds,“You just said you weren’t hungry”(459). Tarwater replies “I
ain't hungry for the bread of life. I'm hungry for something to eat here and now....When
1 come to eat. 1 ain't hungry....It's like being empty is a thing in my stomach and it don’t
allow nothing else to come down in there. If 1 ate it, I would throw it up”(459).
Tarwater's description of his “empty stomach” as a “thing” is similar to how sin can feel
simultaneously like an ab.sence and a conspicuous presence.
When Taru ater is picked up by the stranger, another diabolical figure, he reaches
his lowest point with his hunger because he tries to substitute alcohol for “the bread of
life," which is the strongest way for Tarwater to express his denial of the Eucharist.
Tarwater is aware of the dangers of alcohol because he remembers his uncle’s warnings
about “poisonous liquor," but he tries to suppress this memory (470). Even though the
alcohol “burned his throat savagely,” Tarwater exclaims, “It’s better than the Bread of
Life!" Tarwater is intentionally making a parody and travesty of the Eucharist.
However,“the liquor lay like a hot rock in the pit of his stomach, heating his whole body,
and he felt himself pleasantly deprived of responsibility or of the need for any effort to
justify his actions” (471). Tarwater’s attempt to fulfill himself and sustain his hunger by
consuming whisky is his ultimate downfall.
It is strongly implied that Tarwater passes out from consuming too much alcohol
and is raped by the stranger, In drowning Bishop,” Wood writes, Tarwater “has denied
what John Paul II calls ‘the incomparable value of every human person.’ The boy must
discover, alas, what it means for his own body and person to be violated”(243). I agree
with Wood, but 1 also want to add that Tarwater’s rape is necessary for him to realize the
source of his hunger. With the rape, the travesty of the Eucharist continues - the alcohol
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(travesty of ConiFiiunion wine) allows not Christ but the stranger (the diabolical) to enter
the body of the celebrant. This entry leaves Tarwater empty rather than full, nourished.
and satisfied.
Gradually, Taru'ater discovers the source of his hunger when his hunger
intensifies and is personified as a force outside himself. He is now distanced from the
hunger as he is from Christ. When he arrives back at his uncle’s land, he realizes that
“As he looked, his hunger constricted him anew. It appeared to be outside him.
surrounding him, almost as if it were visible before him, something he could reach out for
and not quite touch"(O'Connor 476). Tarwater’s senses also become heightened: “he
became conscious of the very breath he drew," and he feels a “strangeness about the
place" that suggests “some mystery resided here"(476).
The mystery that Tarwater discovers is the “bread of life,” which is available to
him in the form of the loaves and fishes present in John 6. When Tarwater sees Buford,
the Negro who had worked for his uncle, he instinctually knows,“He would go home
with him and eat” (476). Tarwater literally yearns to be in communion with Buford.
However, because Tarwater has rejected this type of food,“the bread of life,” for so long,
Instantly at the thought of food, he stopped and his muscles contracted with
nausea....He stood there and felt a crater opening inside him, and stretching out before
him, surrounding him"(476). O’Connor closely compares this final setting to the setting
at Capharnaum where Jesus fed the five thousand: “It seemed no longer empty but
peopled with a multitude. Everywhere, he saw dim figures seated on the slope and as he
gazed he saw that from a single basket the throng was being fed....His eyes searched the
crowd for a long time as if he could not find the one he was looking for. Then he saw
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him. The old man was lowering himself to the ground....The boy too leaned forward.
aware at last of the object of his hunger, aware that it was the same as the old man’s and
that nothing on earth would fill him. His hunger was so great that he could have eaten all
the loaves and fishes after they multiplied”(477-478). Rather than a Christ-like feeder of
men, Tarw ater's position is as one of the “throng.
Finally, O'Connor brings full circle the allegory of Tarwater's physical hunger
representing his spiritual hunger. During this scene, Tarwater is imagining that he is
receiving the Sacrament of Holy Communion. “The object of his hunger” is the
Eucharist, which O'Connor presents to us not in the familiar form of a host at a Catholic
mass during Communion, but by distorting the Scriptural reference of John 6. As
recounted earlier, during this discourse, Jesus declared, “this bread is my flesh....I am the
bread of life....Anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever.” With her allegory.
O’Connor is fictionally bringing to life the fundamental idea that “Jesus Christ in a
wonderfully condescending manner responds to the natural craving of the human heart
after a food which nourishes unto immortality, a craving expressed in many pagan
religions, by dispensing to mankind His own Flesh and Blood”(CE). As critic Richard
Giannone explains, “While O’Connor alludes to the gospel account of Jesus’ feeding of
the five thousand, her interest lies not in the miraculous but in the basic appetite that the
messianic banquet satisfies. The meal of the end of time identifies the all-sufficient food
that Tarwater’s persistent hunger needs. Nothing less than redemption will fill his
longing”(148). I would add that the fact that “the messianic banquet satisfies” is
presented by the novel as itself “miraculous.
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With “A Temple of ihe Holy Ghost," and The Violent Bear itAway\ O’Connor
conveys the complex mystery of the hypostatic union present in the Eucharist and its
ability to spiritually nourish our souls. However, we can see traces of the sacrament of
Holy Communion in one other O'Connor story,“The Partridge Festival.” The Azalea
Festival that O’Connor describes in the town of Partridge can be seen as an extension of
the Eucharistic feast that Jesus and His disciples celebrate during the Passover Feast of
the Last Supper. Both the Azalea Festival and the Last Supper are communal festivals
which take place in the springtime and commemorate life, and both are celebrated in the
midst of death. Death does not cheapen either festival; rather, it is the triumph over death
that is highlighted in the form of a feast.
We know that azaleas bloom in the springtime, and O’Connor emphasizes the
abundance of the azaleas in the town of Partridge by having the protagonist Calhoun give
us his observations of his aunt's house: “Instead of a decent lawn, the old ladies had three
terraces crammed with red and white azaleas, beginning at the sidewalk and running
backwards to the very edge of their imposing unpainted house”(O’Connor 773). Not
only do the azaleas seem to overtake his aunt’s house, but they have laid siege to the
entire town: “Once on the sidewalk he was affected by the profusion of azaleas. They
seemed to wash in tides of color across the lawns until they surged against the white
house-fronts, crests of pink and crimson, crests of white and a mysterious shade that was
not yet lavender, wild crests of yellow-red. The profusion of color almost stopped his
breath with insidious pleasure” (777). Partridge celebrates the azaleas, which are
symbolic of the season of spring and the emergence of new life, in the form of the annual
festival. According to the local barber, the several-day-long festival includes “a beauty
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contest...a band concert...[and] a big parade”(782). Also, the barber comments that
besides the population of the town,“a thousand extra people” were present at last year’s
fe.stivities, and this vear “it looks to be more”(781).
What likens this year's Azalea Festival to the Last Supper is the fact that this year,
the festivities occur in a context of tragedy. “Ten days before the festival began, a man
named Singleton had been tried by a mock court on the courthouse lawn for not buying
an Azalea Festival Badge. During the trial, he had been imprisoned...and when
convicted, he had been locked in the ‘jail.'...Ten days later, Singleton had appeared in a
side door on the courthou.se porch and with a silent automatic pistol, had shot five of the
dignitaries seated there and by mistake one person in the crowd”(773-774). Calhoun,
however, comments cynically that the tragedy “doesn’t seem to have marred anything”
(774). In fact, as Calhoun passes through Partridge he sees “more people than ever
before and all the flags were up”(774). The festival is “in full swing,” then, even “after
six citizens have been shot”(774). Nor would Calhoun’s uncle, the founder of the
festival, have stopped the festival on account of the tragedy. As Marshall Bruce Gentry
comments,“The fact that the festival’s founder would not have seen the shooting as
reason to end the festival strikes Calhoun as corrupt, but according to the standards of
festival - at once celebratory and destructive - the great-grandfather’s attitude would
have been reasonable. Consequently, the ‘languid reverence’ with which the people of
Partridge observe the spilled blood on the courthouse porch is appropriate for one phase
of the festive cycle” (184).
Calhoun is a typical O’Connor intellectual, sarcastic and pessimistic; therefore, he
is outraged at the fact that the Azalea Festival is still taking place after the murders, and
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he tries to blame tlic festival on the townspeople's desire to make profits off the tourists
who visit the tow n. At the barbershop, for instance, Calhoun wonders aloud whether “the
tribal rites going on here improve the barber trade?”(O’Connor 781).
By contrast, Di Renzo suggests, “O'Connor admires the town’s hardiness and
resilience, its ability to transform death into life. She also senses that death and
bloodshed, scapegoating and ritual assassination, are part of the spirit of carnival itself’
(184). Di Renzo recognizes O'Connor's critical portrayal of Calhoun as “a sophisticate
and a would-be hero who suffers a liberating defeat during a provincial town’s Festival of
Laughter....O'Connor's depiction of Calhoun reminds us of Nietzsche’s critique of
philosophers; the very rationality of w'hich they are so proud makes them buffoons at the
festival of life"(Di Renzo 180, 183).
The Last Supper was in its original context a Passover Feast, which in its original
context was an affirmation of life in the midst of death (the massacre of the first-bom
Egyptians). Therefore, the Azalea Festival resembles the Last Supper in that both
celebrate resurgent life in the midst of death. During the Last Supper, Jesus presides over
a communal festival in the context of his own imminent death. The tragedy that takes
place in “The Partridge Festival” occurs “ten days before the festival began,” while the
tragedy of Jesus’ persecution and crucifixion occurs “on the eve of His Passion”(CE).
These tragedies, however, are not remembered as “tragedies” by Christians and the
townspeople of Partridge, respectively, but, instead, celebrated.
The Last Supper is defined by Catholic doctrine as “the meal by Christ...at which
He instituted the Holy Eucharist”(CE). Therefore, the “festival” which O’Connor
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recounts for us can be seen as an extension of the Eucharistic principle of celebrating
life's eniergence out of death. According to Luke 22: 7-38,
Then came the day of Unleavened Bread on which the Passover lamb had
to be sacrificed. Jesus sent Peter and John, saying,‘Go and make
preparations for us to eat the Passover.'... When the hour came,Jesus and
his apostles reclined at the table. And he said to them, ‘I have eagerly
desired to eat this Pas.sover with you before I suffer. For I tell you, I will
not cat it again until it finds fulfillment in the kingdom of God.’ After
taking the cup, he gave thanks and said,‘Take this and divide it among
you. For 1 tell you 1 will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until the
kingdom of God comes.' And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it.
and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is my body given for you; do this in
remembrance of me.' In the same way, after the supper he took the cup.
saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for
you.
Jesus makes of death the necessary context of new life just as Partridge finds new life in.
and because of, violent death.
By the end of the story, Calhoun views the Azalea Festival in this same positive
light as a legitimate and meaningful celebration rather than merely mercenary. This
realization simultaneously brings about the acceptance of his uncle who (like Christ)
instituted the festival and continues to preside over it in spirit. In the last scene of the
story, Calhoun recognizes in the reflection of his own face in his friend’s sunglasses “the
face whose gift of life (uncle and Jesus) had pushed straight forward to the future to raise
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festival after testiv al” (796). Just as Jesus was a “mere" carpenter, this “visage” of his
uncle leads

Calhoun's recognition and acceptance of his own identity as a mere

“salesman. " \v ho, like his ancestor, is immersed in the affairs of the mundane world and a
loyal ciii/cn cd his community, rather than a rebel and outsider who is interested in the
esoteric affairs td' the intellect. Calhoun consents to his role as celebrant of Partridge’s
festivals.
The celebration of the Last Supper is the moment when the Jewish feast of the
Passover is Christianized and the Holy Eucharist is instituted. Jesus does not specify
when or how this feast is to be celebrated; or, as the Catholic Encyclopedia puts it, he
does not “prescribe what the limits ot time shall be for the reception of the sacrament”
(CE). While no sacrament is celebrated in “The Partridge Festival,” O’Connor re-creates
this holy and spiritual feast in the form of a timely secular celebration of life.
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Chapter III
Marriage: “tied up legally'

In my first two chapters, 1 have tried to argue how O’Connor successfully uses
radical devices such as death, violence, and grotesquerie as a way to communicate the
mystery, the complexity, and the necessity of receiving sacraments of baptism and the
Eucharist. I also compared her portrayals with Catholic doctrine to find that while she
uses exaggeration and distortion, she remains extremely close to the Catholic
Encyclopedia's definitions ot baptism and the Eucharist. In addition, while we see some
characters struggle with their beliefs in the efficaciousness or mystery of these two
sacraments, by the end of “The River,

A Temple of the Holy Ghost,” and The Violent

Bear it Away, all of the protagonists come to affirm and receive the gracious effects of
these two sacraments.
In this third and final chapter, I am going to explore how O’Connor uses a
different approach from the one mentioned above to fictionalize a sacrament which she
undoubtedly held in the same sacred esteem as the other sacraments but which she.
herself, never experienced: the Sacrament of Holy Matrimony. Instead of exaggerating
and distorting Catholic theology, O’Connor writes about two marriages in a way that, on
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the surface le\ el. appears to disregard Catholic doctrine. But, O’Connor’s technique of
devaluing the acred sacrament of marriage is actually her way of stressing its holiness to
her audience.
She l irst recounts the act of matrimony in the short story,“The Life You Save
May Be Your Own,” u hich appears to be completely secular and devoid of mystery and
grace because the two main characters remain blind to the sacredness of the sacrament.
Nevertheless, O'Connor’s inclusion ot an innocent and “Gawd-like” character reminds us
that grace surrounded the marriage: the protagonists merely chose to reject the grace.
This secular inteipretation of marriage could cause us to misread O’Connor’s second
account of matrimony in the short story, “Parker’s Back.” I believe that O’Connor’s
reasons for re-telling stories of this sacrament differ from her reasons for re-telling the
baptism and Eucharist stories. There, she revisited each sacrament in order to explore a
different aspect of it: here, however, she revisits matrimony in “Parker’s Back” in a way
that invites us to misread the relationship between her principal characters. Still,
“Parker’s Back” provides a more positive model than its predecessor of participation in
this sacrament, since one of the story’s protagonists comes gradually to participate in the
efficaciousness of the sacrament of marriage. O’Connor tricks us in order for us to
confront our own secular attitudes toward marriage and the rash judgments we may make
regarding the presence of grace in others’ marriages.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church introduces the sacrament of matrimony in
the following way:
The matrimonial covenant, by which a man and a woman establish
between themselves a partnership of the whole of life, is by its nature

69

L

ordered tou ard the good of the spouses and the procreation and education
of offspring: iliis covenant between baptized persons has been raised by
Christ the Lord to the dignity of a sacrament....The nuptial covenant
betw een God and his people Israel had prepared the way for the new and
e\ erlasting covenant in which the Son of God,by becoming incarnate and
giving his life has united to himself in a certain way all mankind saved by
him....This is what the Apostle Paul makes clear when he says:
‘Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself
up for her, that he might sanctify her. For this reason a man shall leave his
father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one.
This is the great mystery, and I mean in reference to Christ and the
Church'(Eph 5:25-26. 31-32).(CCC400,401)
Even though O'Connor herself never married, she presents marriage as a holy and
powerful sacrament. Her strategy, however, is indirect: having her flawed protagonists
devalue this sacrament allows her to communicate its value to the reader. Most
O’Connor critics focus on the spiritual deficiency of the main characters, Mr. Shiftlet and
Mrs. Crater, and the hasty and selfishly motivated marriage between Mr. Shiftlet and
Lucynell Crater is used as evidence of their spiritual deficiencies. While these critics
rarely consider marriage in a spiritual light, I am going to focus on the Catholic beliefs
surrounding marriage and how one-by-one these two main antagonists parody each of
them.
To start with, both Mr. Shiftlet and Mrs. Crater cheapen the Catholic belief that
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Cjod himself is the author of marriage. The vocation of marriage is written
in itic \ cry nature of man and woman as they came from the hand of the
C'reatm-....God w lio created man out of love also calls him to love - the
fundamental and innate vocation of every human being. Forman is
created in the image and likene.ss of God who is himself love....Holy
Scripture affirms that man and woman were created for one another Tt is
not good that the man should be alone'(Genesis 2:18). The woman,‘flesh
of his flesh.' his equal his nearest in all things, is given to him by God as a
‘helpmate': she thus represents God from whom comes our help.
‘Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife,
and they become one tlesh'(Genesis 2:24). The Lord himself shows that
this signifies an unbreakable union of their two lives by recalling what the
plan of the Creator had been ‘in the beginning’: ‘So they are no longer
two, but one flesh'(Matthew 19:6).(CCC401)
Mr. Shiftlet appears to have similar ideas about “what a man was made for”
(O’Connor 175). While we later find out that Mr. Shiftlet is a con-man and solely
interested in the old woman’s money, he initially presents himself to Mrs. Crater as “a
man...that some things mean more to...than money”(O’Connor 175). Mr. Shiftlet
creates the facade of a compassionate religious man by commenting to the old woman
that he wished he “could see the sun go down every evening like God made it to do,” and
“that the trouble with the world was that nobody cared, or stopped and took any trouble”
(177). He also “pointed out that the reason he had improved this plantation was because
he had taken a personal interest in it. He said he was even going to make the automobile
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run"( 177). \ \ow c\ cr. \\ c find out that appearances are deceiving, and Mr. Shiflet is not a
“man" with a “mc’tral intelligence." as he will use this automobile to “run” away fromhis
marriage.
In addition, Mr. Shitlet innocently appears not to be looking for anyone less than
someone he can become “one llesh" with. When the old woman asks him if he is
“married or single," he responds, “Lady, where would you find you an innocent woman
today? 1 wouldn't have any of this trash 1 could just pick up”(175). Mr. Shiftlet goes on
to advise the old woman not to “let any man take her [her daughter] away”(176).
Mr. Shiftlet is not the only con-man in this story, however,for the old woman,
Lucynell Crater's mother, is also a type of con-woman herself, a “doubling of...Tom T.
Shiftlet"(Gordon 171). 1 agree with Richard Giannone’s interpretation of the selfish
motives both characters possess: “Mr. Shiftlet and Mrs. Crater are a fine match. They
meet like foxes, sly, guarded, poised for the kill. They are also as brazen as
foxes

Beneath the country charm of their joust lies a moral horror. Both displace their

base motives onto the other as though willing to grant the other a favor, and Lucynell
serves as commodity for the trade"(55). We know that the old woman also undervalues
Catholic dogma because she takes advantage of the fact that her own daughter was
created “in the image and likeness of God,” and devalues Lucynell’s potential as a
helpmate" by explaining how she can “help” to “sweep the floor, cook, wash,feed the
chickens, and hoe"(O’Connor 176).
We di.scover that the old woman “was ravenous for a son-in-law,” but not because
she wants Lucynell to form an “unbreakable union” and become “one flesh” with Mr.
Shiftlet; rather, the old woman is greedy and wants a man “to stay around the place” and
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fix up her dilapidated farm. We discover her motives as the old woman was “secretly
pleased" as she u iinessed how he “had not been around a week before the change he had
made in the place w as apparent. He had patched the front and back steps, built a new hog
pen, restt)i ed a t ence, and taught Lucyne11, w'ho was completely deaf and had never said a
word in her life, to say the w ord ‘bird'"(176). Even though Lucynell is, obviously,
affiicted. 1 belie\ e that O'Connor w ants to remind us that she is still a person. In this
aspect, Lucynell reminds us of Bishop from The Violent Bear it Away and Harry from
“The River." O'Connor is. once again, using an innocent character as a means to judge
the other characters bv their interactions with innocence. O’Connor wants us to realize
that while these characters might be considered deficient in some ways,they are, by
Catholic belief, considered equals in the eyes of God. Later in the story, O’Connor even
gives Lucynell a sexually-tinged identity when she is “dressed up in a white dress...and
there was a Panama hat on her head with a bunch of red wooden cherries on the brim”
(180).
Lucynell's mother gives new meaning to the Biblical verse,“It is not good that
the man should be alone." She suggests to Mr. Shiftlet that “you want an innocent woman
don’t you," insinuating that Mr. Shiftlet should want Lucynell, but not as someone whose
“mutual love" could “become an image of the absolute and unfailing love with which
God loves man," but as someone that “can’t talk,” or “can’t sass you back or use foul
language"(178). The old woman continues, “that’s the kind for you to have,” and she
“pointed to Lucynell sitting cross-legged in her chair, holding both feet in her hands”
(178).
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Tc^gcihcr. Mr. Sliil tloi and Mrs. Crater come close to prostituting Lucynell when
they argue about how much money he will need to “drive into town and get married”
(179). Mr. Shil tlet again deeeives the old woman into thinking that he wants money “to
take my wile id t for the week end without no regards at all for cost”(179-180). He
disagrees with the old woman that “fifteen dollars" is sufficient: “That would hardly pay
for more than the gas and the hotel. It wouldn t teed her”(180). Mr. Shiflet believes that
the old woman must ha\ e more than the “seventeen-fifty” that they agree upon:“he
doubted that she had more money sewed up in her mattress but he had already told her he
was not interested in her money” (180). O'Connor's emphasis on money during this
scene reduces Lucynell's value as a human being to that of a mere medium of monetary
exchange.
Another way in which O’Connor underscores the importance of the sacrament of
marriage in ‘The Life You Save May Be Your Own,” is by secularizing the celebration
of the sacrament, replacing its sacred ritual with a simple legal transaction. The
Catechism of the Catholic Church states the following regarding the celebration:
Marriage is not a purely human institution despite the many variations it
may have undergone through the centuries in different cultures, social
structures, and spiritual attitudes....Although the dignity of this institution
is not transparent everywhere with the same clarity, some sense of the
greatness of the matrimonial union exists in all cultures....In the Latin Rite
the celebration of marriage between two Catholic faithful normally takes
place during Holy Mass, because of the connection of all the sacraments
with the Paschal mystery of Christ....The spouses should seal their
consent to give themselves to each other through the offering of their own
lives by uniting to the offering of Christ for his Church made present in
the Eucharistic sacrifice, and by receiving the Eucharist so that,
communicating in the same Body and the same Blood of Christ, they may
form but ‘one body’ in Christ....In the traditions of the Eastern Churches,
the priests are witnesses to the mutual consent given by the spouses, but
for the validity of the sacrament their blessing is also necessary....The
various liturgies abound in prayers of blessing and epiclesis asking God’s
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grace and blessing on the new couple especially the bride.(CCC400,40540b)

This description is only an excerpt from the detailed instructions regarding the
proper and \ iilid u a\ that a marriage is supposed to be celebrated within the Catholic
Church. 0'C\mnor*s story deviates far from this holy ritual by exactly transforming this
u
sacrament into a “purely human institution." Instead of during a “Holy Mass, Mr.

Shiftlct and Lueynell (are) married in the Ordinary s office,” and the old woman replaces
the priest as the “witness"(O'Connor 180). In addition the “prayers of blessing and
epiclcsis" arc replaced by “paper work and blood tests”(180). The sacrament of
Eucharist is also absent from Mr. Shiftlet and Lucynell’s marriage, but the old woman
comments that their secular ceremony “satisfied the law”(180).
While this ceremony does satisfy the legal requirements for a marriage, the
marriage docs not “satisfy" Mr. Shiftlet in the least, and O’Connor, again, depreciates
another aspect of the sacrament of Marriage: the gracious effects on the spouses.
According to the Catechism,
From a valid marriage arises a bond between the spouses which by its very
nature is perpetual and exclusive; furthermore, in a Christian marriage the
spouses are strengthened....The marriage bond has been established by
God himself in such a way that a marriage concluded and consummated
between baptized persons can never be dissolved....‘What God therefore
has joined together, let no man put asunder(Mt. 19:6)’ this grace proper to
the sacrament of Marriage is intended to perfect the couple’s love and to
strengthen their indissoluble unity. By this grace they ‘help one another to
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attain holiness in their married life and in welcoming and educating their
children.'...Christ is the source of this grace....Christ dwells with them.
gives them the strength to...love one another with supernatural, tender,
and fruitful love.(CCC 409-410)
Such grace seems to be completely nonexistent in this story because Mr. Shiftlet
does not seem to be affected in any way by his marriage to Lucynell, and he completely
destroys this “indissoluble bond.” First, we read how “as they came out of the
courthou.se, Mr. Shiftlet began twisting his neck in his collar,” and “he looked morose
and bitter”(O'Connor 180). Mr. Shiftlet does not “even look at” his new bride,” and as
they are driving away in the automobile that the old woman allows him to take for their
“honeymoon,” the narrator observes, “he became depressed in spite of the car”(181).
The old woman believes that the newly married couple is only going to be gone for “two
days”(181). However, Mr. Shiftlet gets only a “hundred miles” out of town before he
leaves Lucynell asleep at an eating place called the “Hot Spot,” in order to “make
Tuscaloosa” (181). Mr. Shiftlet “dissolves” his marriage and deserts his bride by literally
driving away from both which proves that his marriage was, obviously, completely
devoid of any feelings of “supernatural, tender, or fruitful love.”
While one could argue that this marriage would not even be considered “valid” in
the eyes of the Catholic Church because the marriage was neither celebrated according to
Catholic tradition nor physically consummated, I do not believe that the validity of the
sacrament is what is important or what O’Connor wants us to focus on. Rather, I believe
that O’Connor’s method of stripping away the reverence for human life, the ritual of
celebration, and the reception of grace that typically surround this sacrament is her
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extreme and radieal way of emphasizing the actual importance and significance of these
three elements because in their absence marriage is so dis-spiriting and dissatisfying.
Sarah Gordon believes that this story is not one of “grace resisted” because she sees “the
story's ending as ambiguous and deliberately inconclusive”(175). While the fate of Mr.
Shillet might be viewed as “ambiguous and deliberately inconclusive,” I firmly believe
that this story is about a “grace resisted,” the grace offered by the sacrament of marriage.
In tact, according to Giannone the story stresses that the “opportunity to share in God’s
lite comes through the opportunity of a healing bond of intimacy with another person”;
however, “in a final unadmitted despair, the character tries to suppress any question of
the meaning it all has by dismissing the encounter as meaningless”(54).
Furthermore, while O’Connor gives examples throughout this short story to show
how unaffected by and even unaware of the marriage Lucynell is, I believe that
O’Connor wants us to recognize that Lucynell is still made “in the image and likeness of
God.” Despite Lucynell’s value as a person, she is disgraced and taken advantage of by
both her mother and Mr. Shiftlet in their desanctifying of the sacrament of marriage.
O’Connor’s opinion of Lucynell’s holiness and purity is confirmed when the “boy
behind the counter” at the “Hot Spot” makes, perhaps, the most significant comment in
this story. He notices that Lucynell “looks like an angel of Gawd,” and to this
observation, Mr. Shiftlet remarks that she is only a “hitch-hiker”(O’Connor 181).
Therefore, by referring to her as a “hitch-hiker,” Mr. Shiftlet reduces the idea of Lucynell
as a marriage partner to a fellow traveler who is merely going in the same direction as he
as long as it is conveniant. Giannone adds more significance to this comment about
Lucynell’s holiness: ""Angel means ‘messenger,’ and Lucynell embodies the call to love
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in her vulnerability. Like her shimmering eyes and hair, her presence sheds light in the
darkness of her mother's and Mr. Shiftlet’s selfishness; and, like her idiocy, her message
of love will seem like folly to the world....God calls to Mr. Shiftlet through Lucynell’s
dumbness. We can judge Mr. Shiftlet by how he responds to the angel of light’
(Giannone 56). In fact, the name “Lucy” literally means “light,” which gives us more
evidence to believe that O’Connor’s intentions of using this innocent woman were to
“shed light” on the sacrament of Holy Matrimony. In addition, Sarah Gordon remarks.
Beyond sexual innocence, it is a matter of a kind of innocence of essence that might be
considered truly angelic. The waiter is correct in identifying Lucynell as ‘an angel of
Gawd,' for that is what she is. Lucynell’s innocence, O’Connor implies, is a mysterious
gift to tho.se who will recognize it as such....The virginal woman is often the metaphor
for the soul’s purity”(172-173).
Just as O'Connor writes about the sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist a
second time, she also re-tells the story of matrimony in one of the last stories she wrote.
“Parker's Back. Because there are several similarities between the two marriages in the
beginning of each story, and because O’Connor uses the same technique of devaluing the
Catholic doctrine, we might predict that the marriage in “Parker’s Back” will completely
misfire and fail Just as it has in the earlier story. In spite of these similarities, however,
the ending of this second story is quite different from the first. While the literal Christian
fundamentalist, Sarah Ruth, in this second story never grasps the holiness of marriage, I
argue that the tattooed rebel, Parker, gradually discovers the sacredness of matrimony. In
this sen.se. Parker’s Back” is the complement to “The Life You Save May Be Your
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Own” because here the wife is flawed, and the unorthodox, apparently worldly husband
is revealed to be the more spiritually oriented of the two.
From the beginning, O'Connor encourages skepticism about the success of the
marriage between O.E. Parker and Sarah Ruth Cates. We learn from the first two words
of the story, “Parker's wife,” that, unlike the previous story, the two protagonists are
already married. Also from the first paragraph it appears that the “supernatural, tender,
and fruitful love” which should have been present according to Catholic doctrine is also
missing from this marriage: “Parker's wife was sitting on the front porch floor, snapping
beans. Parker was sitting on the step, some distance away, watching her sullenly. She
was plain, plain. The skin on her face was thin and drawn as tight as the skin on an onion
and her eyes were grey and sharp like the points of two ice-picks”(O’Connor 655).
From this description, Parker seems to be completely miserable, and rather than feeling
love for his wife, he feels resentment and hatred.
The narrator continues in this first paragraph not only to devalue the effects of
marriage but also to demean another Catholic belief surrounding the sacrament of
marriage, that of being “open to fertility”(CCC 410): “Parker understood why he had
married her - he couldn’t have got her any other way - but he couldn’t understand why
he stayed with her now. She was pregnant and pregnant women were not his favorite
kind. Nevertheless, he stayed as if she had him conjured. He was puzzled and ashamed
of himself’(O’Connor 655). Later on in the story, the narrator also comments,“Not
knowing for certain why he continued to stay with a woman who was both ugly and
pregnant and no cook made him generally nervous and irritable, and he developed a little
tic in the side of his face” (664). Still later in the story, Parker remarks, “I married this

79

woman that's saved....I never should have done it. I ought to leave her. She’s done gone
and got pregnant"(669-670). Obviously, in the beginning of the story, Parker feels
animosity towards Sarah Ruth because she is pregnant, and this feeling of bitterness
completely counteracts the following Catholic tenet:
By its very nature the institution of marriage and married love is ordered
to the procreation and education of the offspring and it is in them that it
finds its crowning glory. Children are the supreme gift of marriage and
contribute greatly to the good of the parents themselves. God himself
said...‘Be fruitful and multiply.’ Hence, true married love and the whole
structure of family life which results from it, without diminishment of the
other ends of marriage, are directed to disposing the spouses to cooperate
valiantly with the love of the Creator and Savior, who through them will
increase and enrich his family from day to day.(CCC 412)
Because Parker seems to utterly abhor the idea of children, we continue to view the
marriage not in spiritual terms and not as “cooperating valiantly with the love of the
Creator and Savior.”
Before the two were married, Parker was a wandering man like Mr. Shiftlet and
his attitude toward Sarah Ruth resembled that of Mr. Shiflet toward Lucynell. In
comparison, Sarah Ruth was a homebound woman like Lucynell. So far in the story,
Parker appears to be the Shiftlet character missing the spiritual point of their marriage,
while the pregnant Sarah Ruth seems to embody it.
In the second paragraph of this story, O’Connor again appears to be mocking a
Catholic belief about the grace received during marriage to help couples overcome their
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sinful acts of pride,jealousy, and self-righteousness: “Every man experiences evil around
him and within himself. This experience makes itself felt in the relationship between
man and woman. Their union has always been threatened by discord, a spirit of
domination, infidelity,jealousy, and conflicts that can escalate into hatred and
separation....In his mercy God has not forsaken sinful man....After the fall, marriage
helps to overcome self-absorption, egoism, pursuit of one’s own pleasure, and to open
oneself to the other, to mutual aid and to self-giving”(CCC 401-402).
We read that Parker continues to complain about Sarah Ruth’s habit of “forever
sniffing up sin....Sometimes he supposed that she had mamed him because she meant to
save him"(O'Connor 655). Then, we discover that Sarah Ruth is frustrated with and
jealous of Parker: “She turned her head in his direction and said, ‘It’s no reason you can’t
work for a man. It don’t have to be a woman.’...If he had been certain she was jealous of
the woman he worked for he would have been pleased but more likely she was concerned
with the sin that would result if he and the woman took a liking to each other. He had
told her that the woman was a hefty young blond; in fact, she was nearly seventy years
old and too dried up to have an interest in anything except getting as much work out of
him as she could” (655). It is obvious that there is a lack of trust in their marriage, and
Parker and Sarah Ruth are both scoffing at the sacred component of fidelity that should
result from the grace of the sacrament.
O’Connor continues to have us believe that she is stmcturing her story in the same
way as “The Life You Save May Be Your Own” because she even describes Parker and
Sarah Ruth’s marriage in the same secular manner, neglecting “ritual” and “tradition,” in
which she described the marriage of Mr. Shiftlet and Lucynell. In fact, both couples are
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married in a “County Ordinary's office.' In “Parker’s Back,” O’Connor adds that the
reason Parker and Sarah Ruth marry here is “because Sarah Ruth thought that churches
were idolatrous"(663). This remark is ironic and humorous because O’Connor has
previously described Sarah Ruth as a literal fundamentalist Christian who has “been
saved," and whose "father was a Straight Gospel preacher”(662). Furthermore, Sarah
Ruth's attitude toward churches hints that she is ultimately open to no “other” but God;
she denies the spiritual mediation of the Church or of love, a rejection which will fully
surface at the end of the story. She denies marriage as a sacrament, as an immanent,
earthly expression and vehicle of divine love.
In this story, their marriage place is described in the following way:“The
Ordinary's office was lined with cardboard file boxes and record books with dusty yellow
slips of paper hanging on out of them”(663). As we saw in O’Connor’s previous short
story, the “priest witness” is again replaced with an “old woman,” who this time “had
held office for forty years and looked as dusty as her books. She mamed them from
behind the iron-grill of a stand-up desk and when she finished, she said with a flourish,
‘Three dollars and fifty cents and till death do you part!’ And yanked some forms out of a
machine”(663). Just as the old woman had commented in the previous story that Mr.
Shiftlet and Lucynell’s marriage had “satisfied the law”(180), Parker remarks that he,
also, is “tied up legally”(656). Again, there is no mention of any spiritual element to
their ceremony or any sacred “indissoluble marriage bond.”
If we think that at this point in the story Sarah Ruth has been positively affected
by the sacrament because she is pregnant and concerned with religious matters, and
Parker is the one who does not appreciate marriage, then we are missing O’Connor’s
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intentions or falling into her trap. I believe that, as my examples have shown, Parker and
Sarah Ruth have not appeared to be positively affected by the sacrament, which leads us
to believe that either grace was never present in the first place, or that they, like Mr.
Shiftlet, rejected the grace that God offers through the sacrament of marriage. O’Connor
gives more evidence later in the story to lead us to believe that one of these two
possibilities must be true: “Marriage did not change Sarah Ruth a jot and it made Parker
gloomier than ever. Every morning he decided he had had enough and would not return
that night; every night he returned”(664).
Because Parker does return “every night,” there must be something that pulls him
back, unlike Mr. Shiflet. We first begin to recognize this “something” and a change in
Parker after he crashes with the tractor and decides to go to the city to get a religious
tattoo for Sarah Ruth, one that she “would not be able to resist” (664). We are again
reminded of Mr. Shiftlet, who also was bound for “the city”; however, Parker contrasts
with Mr. Shiftlet in that he is going to the city “for Sarah Ruth,” and he will return to her.
While Parker is baling hay for his boss, he has an “apocalyptic vision”(165): “All at once
he saw [a] tree reaching out to grasp him. A ferocious thud propelled him into the air,
and he heard himself yelling in an unbelievably loud voice,‘GOD ABOVE!’”(O’Connor
665). The tree bursts into flames symbolic of Moses’ burning bush. Carter Martin
observes,“The symbolism of the fire is not, even in the case of O.E. Parker, limited to
signifying the presence of God; the fire ignited by O.E.’s tractor is purgatorial too, for it
symbolically consumes O.E.’s former identity when it burns his shoes, causing him to go
barefoot into town to have Christ tattooed on his back”(141). It is as if the fire consumes
his wanderlust, re-focusing him on the home, woman,and marriage he will return to. His
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restlessness is also a response to a world not yet completed by Christ’s sacrifice as is
evident in the imperfect cosmos which is already tattooed on his body. At this point in
the story, we are not aware of the exact nature of his revelation, yet we realize that he is
suddenly and strangely compelled to get the tattoo: “Parker did not allow himself to think
on the way to the city. He only knew that there had been a great change in his life”(666).
A young man with whom O’Connor corresponded, Alfred Com, was intrigued by
O'Connor's choice of tattoo for Parker, a Byzantine Christ, and its possible relevance to
the sacrament of marriage: you could make an argument, based on the story, in favor of
a new sacrament - call it, perhaps, the Rite of Iconic Engraving. For, if a sacrament is an
outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual truth, one sees that tattooing, however
negative its social connotations and however little authorized by tradition, could serve to
enact spiritual truths not different in kind from those symbolized in...Marriage”(Com
118). Just as the Catholic Catechism states that marriage is renewed

in the Lord’ in the

New Covenant of Christ and the Church,” so is Parker’s marital love and grace fully
“renewed” when he receives the image of Christ on his back(CCC 400). Parker’s
“marital love and grace” has already been incipiently renewed in his focus for the first
time on Sarah Ruth as he is tattooed. He decides to get a tattoo of“God” because he
thinks she would approve, and he puts the tattoo on his back where it will be most visible
to her and others. Parker’s tattoo is an act of openness on at least two different levels: to
Christ and to Sarah Ruth.
The night after the tattoo artist has begun work on the tattoo, we receive the first
sign of the possibility of love being present in Parker and Sarah Ruth’s marriage: “He
longed miserably for Sarah Ruth. Her sharp tongue and icepick eyes were the only
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comfort he could bring to mind. He decided he was losing it. Her eyes appeared soft and
dilatory compared with the eyes in the book”(O’Connor 669). Even later when Parker is
alone and confused after being thrown out of the pool hall, he receives inspiration and
motivation from his wife: “The thought of her brought him slowly to his feet. She would
know what to do. She would clear up the rest of it, and she would at least be pleased. It
seemed to him that all along, that was what he wanted, to please her”(672). Here, then,
we are surprised to discover a Shiftlet who is able to appreciate his wife as an “angel of
Gawd,” and who will return to her as Shiftlet would not.
Unfortunately for Parker, his wife is not able to “clear up the rest of it” for him
because she remains blind to the human, living aspect of Christ’s nature, which is literally
and tangibly tattooed on Parker’s back. She is blind to the incarnation, and, therefore,
blind to the sacramental dimension of the divine - the dimension that makes sacraments
like marriage holy. She vehemently argues against Parker,“He [God] don’t look. He’s a
spirit. No man shall see his face....Idolatry! Idolatry!”(674). O’Connor confirms for
us, in one of her last letters ever written, that “Sarah Ruth was the heretic - the notion
that you can worship in pure spirit”(1218). Corn tries to explain Sarah Ruth’s reaction
by saying, “For her, faith is a matter of pure spirit, spirit that may be embodied in
language but in nothing more solid than that [including marriage]”(Com 113).
Not only does Sarah Ruth remain blind to the essence of God and her faith, she
also cannot see the love and good intentions that Parker now brings, along with his tattoo,
to their marriage. She is inattentive to the divinity, spirituality, and allure that now
manifest in him; rather, Sarah Ruth sees an “idolater” in her house, whom she feels she
must physically punish by thrashing him with a broom.
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The reversal is complete: not only is Parker no Shiftlet (to his credit), Sarah Ruth
(to her discredit) is exposed as no Lucynell. She is spiritually deficient in her own right.
Ironically, it is the tattooed rebel who had believed that “only man can save his self,” not
the Christian fundamentalist, “fire-and brim-stone believer,” who comes to understand.
accept, and share in the grace present in the mysterious institution of marriage (Cora
1 13). In fact, I believe that O'Connor sarcastically names Sarah Ruth after these two
important biblical women who are known for their obedience and faith to their husbands
and to God in order to mock her and her distance from these to paragons of wifehood.
Carter Martin believes “some characters in Flannery O’Connor’s stories are avowedly
religious, quite firm in their belief, and yet clearly wrong; in their error they are
obviously as estranged from God as those who make no pretense to know Him. Sarah
Ruth Cates Parker in ‘Parker’s Back’ and Mrs. Shortley in ‘The Displaced Person’ are
two of this type”(42). 1 agree with Com that their mamage is, obviously, doomed
because “Sarah Ruth’s action here shows...that being opposed to icons means being
opposed to incarnational theology, and we can only guess that the marriage between her
and Parker cannot continue as it has up until then, given his newfound faith”(Com 116).
It is as if the marriage could only compete with Sarah Ruth’s idea of pure, unmediated
spirituality. If her marriage has any value for her, that value by definition cannot be
sacramental or spiritual.
By the end of the story, we realize that Parker is no Mr. Shiftlet; rather, he is
better - capable of loving, of other-directedness, and of affirming marriage. Gordon adds,
“I see ‘Parker’s Back’ as a decided softening on O’Connor’s part, as a moving
acceptance of this world, as a true comedy in its celebration of divine love”(251). We
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also rcco^ni/.c lhal Sarah Ruth is no Lucynell; rather, she is worse - incapable of
acknowledging the spiritual in the flesh, the divine in the human, and the mystery and
grace of love and marriage.
O'Connor sets up “Parker's Back” as a replay of “The Life You Save May Be
Your Own” only to frustrate the reader's expectations about the spirituality of her
characters. This in turn allows her to challenge readerly assumptions about the
spirituality of the sacraments themselves. Even though Mr. Shiftlet, Lucynell, Parker,
and Sarah Ruth are extreme characters, we can still identify, on some level, with one or
all of them, and this means identifying not only with their all too visible flaws but with
their unexpected capacity for grace. Appropriately the last work that she completed
before her death, “Parker's Back” achieves what O’Connor had strived for in her career:
to create freakish yet familiar, spiritually-deficient characters, to use structure
ingeniously, and to communicate orthodox Catholic sacraments in an unorthodox manner
so their significance, meaning, and efficaciousness could echo even to a hostile or
skeptical audience.
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